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ABSTRACT OF DISSERTATION 
SPINOZA'S METHODOLOGY: 
A GENETIC ACCOUNT OF FUNDAMENTAL CONCEPTS IN HIS EARLY 
WRITINGS 
Spinoza’s magnum opus, the Ethics, is written in a very peculiar, “geometrical” style, one 
that builds metaphysical and ethical doctrines out of mathematical, deductive proofs. These 
proofs rely on a series of definitions, axioms, propositions, and demonstrations. Nowhere 
in the Ethics does Spinoza explain his fundamental definitions and axioms, nor does he 
proffer a defense of his manner of presentation. I claim that by a thorough and systematic 
investigation of his earliest writings we can peel back the mystery of this geometrical garb 
and grasp why Spinoza presents his philosophy with formal, mathematical structure. I 
argue for the view that his methodology is more extensive and diverse than the geometrical 
presentation of the Ethics with which he is most closely associated. This essay pays special 
attention to Spinoza's earliest unpublished works with particular emphasis paid to Treatise 
on the Emendation of the Intellect. Therein, Spinoza provides his only extant attempt at 
explicitly and systematically developing his method. By focusing on the genetic 
development of key epistemological concepts in this text, the origins of Spinoza's system 
comes into stark relief. I argue that the Treatise can function like a prolegomena for the 
Ethics. Though there are important doctrinal disagreements between the texts, the Treatise, 
when conceived as a proper propaedeutic to the Ethics, can make the experience of the 
latter more powerful and comprehensible, filling in gaps in meaning left open by the 
geometrical presentation. One route for accomplishing this task requires a sustained 
conceptual analysis of scientia intuitiva, Spinoza's term for intuitive knowledge, the 
greatest form of knowledge in his epistemology. I offer a developmental account of 
intuitive knowledge and explore a unique interpretation of its nature that elucidates and 
organizes the creative momentum of Spinoza's method from the Treatise on the 
Emendation to the Ethics and beyond. 
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NOTE ON CITATION AND ABBREVIATION 
The following is a list of abbreviated terms for in-text citations of the Ethics: 
E – Ethics 
app – appendix 
ax – axiom 
c – corollary 
dem – demonstration 
da – definition of affect 
def – definition 
ex – explication 
le – lemma 
p – proposition 
pf – preface 
s – scholium 
These terms will be used in conjunction with Arabic numerals as references for the Ethics. 
For example, “2p16c2” refers to Part 2, Proposition 16, Corollary 2 of the Ethics, and 
“5p35dem” refers to Part 5, Proposition 35, Demonstration. 
Spinoza’s original Latin and Dutch works are all cited with reference to Gebhardt’s (G) 
four volume Spinoza Opera. I make use of several English translations, but unless 
otherwise noted, all English editions of Spinoza’s works reference Curley’s (C) The 
Collected Works of Spinoza, published in two volumes. The citation includes an 
abbreviation of the editor’s surname, the Roman numeral for the volume number, and page 
number. Following Curley, I also include the line numbers for the Gebhardt. For instance, 
“G IV.209.15-22/C II.376” refers to Gebhardt, Volume 4, Page 209, Lines 15-22 and 
Curley, Volume 2, Page 376. 
Descartes’ originals are cited via Adam and Tannery (AT) in Oeuvres de Descartes. His 
English translations come from Cottingham, Stoothoff, Murdoch, and Kenny’s The 
Philosophical Writings of Descartes (CSMK).1 With the lone exception that line numbers 
are not provided for AT, the citation style for Descartes’ works are the same as those for 
Spinoza. For example, “AT VII.63/CSM II.44” refers to Adam and Tannery, Volume 7, 
Page 63 and Cottingham, Stoothoff, and Murdoch, Volume 2, Page 44. 
Spinoza’s other individual works also receive in-text abbreviations. They are as follows: 
KV – Korte Verhandeling van God, de Mensh, en deszelfs Welstand (Short Treatise on 
God, Man, and His Well-Being) 
PPC – Principia Philosophiae Cartesianae (Descartes’ Principles of Philosophy) 
1 Kenny contributes to Vol. 3, but not Vols. 1-2, so the latter are abbreviated CSM. 
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MT – Cogitata Metaphysica (Metaphysical Thoughts)2 
TIE- Tractatus de Intellectus Emendatione (Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect) 
TTP – Tractatus Theologico-Politicus (Theological-Political Treatise) 
PT – Tractatus Politicus (Political Treatise) 
Ep. – Epistolae (Correspondence) 




In life, therefore, it is especially useful to perfect, as far as we can, our intellect, or reason. 
In this one thing consists man’s highest happiness, or blessedness. Indeed, blessedness is 
nothing but that satisfaction of mind that stems from the intuitive knowledge of God. But 
perfecting the intellect is nothing but understanding God, his attributes, and his actions, 
which follow from the necessity of his nature. So the ultimate end of the man who is led by 
reason, i.e., his highest Desire, by which he strives to moderate all the others, is that by 
which he is led to conceive adequately both himself and all things that can fall under his 
understanding.1 
1.1 GENERAL INTRODUCTION 
Spinoza is a practical philosopher. The veneer of geometrical presentation and the 
exactitude of deduction serve to heighten, rather than mask, the intensity of Spinoza’s 
practicality. His masterwork on metaphysics, theology, human psychology, and affect 
theory is revealingly titled Ethica (Ethics), a clear indication of ultimate purpose and 
value.2 Spinoza is a philosopher concerned entirely with this life, its potential, its freedom, 
and its excellence. For Spinoza, philosophy, though necessarily the product of focused, 
solitary reflection, is not an abstract theoretical retreat. It is a way of life, one that bridged 
Spinoza to, rather than separated him from, the personal and political world in which he 
was immersed. The caricature of Spinoza so often paraded in the history of his reception, 
1 G II.267.3-14/C I.588 
2 In the early 1660’s, during the Ethics gestation phase, Spinoza referred to it as his Philosophia. I think the 
change in title is indicative of both the development of the latter parts of the text (Parts 3-5), as well as 
Spinoza’s conception of the most important aspect of his system of philosophy, namely its practical 
applicability to leading a good life and additionally to the political realm, with which Spinoza also had 
particular interest. 
2 
as a reclusive hermit grinding lens in abject poverty and isolation in obscure Dutch villages, 
is misleading in the extreme. His biographers, even those who find him philosophically 
repugnant,3 believed he led an exemplary life, beloved by those who knew him.4 His close 
friendships and political sensibilities were anything but peripheral. Spinoza’s intellectual 
pursuits and background, though variegated and wide-ranging, were never far from 
political and theological concerns, and these political and religious issues were themselves 
never much removed from a noble impetus to advocate for the good for his fellow man.5 
As the celebrated introduction to the Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect (TIE) 
shows, Spinoza, at least as narrator, strives for a true, everlasting good above all else: 
“After experience had taught me that all the things which regularly occur in ordinary life 
are empty and futile…I resolved at last to try to find out whether there was anything which 
would be the true good.”6 If we are to believe him, and I think charity, biography, and 
textual analysis allow it, this singular desire for the good life is the thread that binds his 
collected works. It motivates his philosophy from his earliest writings, like the Short 
Treatise on God, Man, and His Well-Being (KV), through the unfinished Political Treatise 
3 See Colerus and Bayle for examples of biographers unsympathetic to Spinozism but who nevertheless 
emphasize his individual goodness. 
4 “Spinoza” was often used as a heuristic device in order to clarify a timely philosophical problem, that of 
the virtuous atheist. By his own account, and by any good faith reading of his major works, Spinoza was not 
an atheist. As such, this heuristic speaks less to Spinoza’s actual life or personage and more to the need to 
exemplify a character type for philosophical purposes. The historical use of “Spinoza” accords more with an 
ideal type than with the man or his philosophy. If the scholar’s goal is to understand Spinoza, then it is 
imperative to deal directly with his work. 
5 I will use the term “man” throughout, rather than a more inclusive substitute. It is a regrettable—if 
historically unsurprising—lacuna in Spinoza’s wisdom that he considered women’s character and 
intelligence inferior. For his few extant, unfortunate thoughts on the subject see The Political Treatise, Ch. 
XI. 
6 G II.5.8-13/C I.7 
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(PT) in process at the time of his death. Since his impetus to philosophy is fundamentally 
ethical, Spinoza is, from the perspective of motivation, primarily, an ethicist.7 
But Spinoza is in no way a garden variety moralizer, nor is he liable to appeal to 
some unsubstantiated moral principle or law. Note the following, for starters: he never 
provides a strict set of moral rules, his ethical theory avoids easy label or rigidification,8 he 
denies the possibility of free will (typically assumed a prerequisite for ethical 
responsibility), and his God, who just so happens to be equivalent to the natural universe, 
is indifferent to the goods and evils that hold sway over precarious human affairs. Goodness 
itself, according to Spinoza, is nothing more than that which is useful for blessedness (4d1). 
Most would agree that none of these philosophical doctrines are indicative of any standard 
normative theory found in the average ethics textbook. Many others may find these 
doctrines disturbing, demoralizing, and even dangerous. The immediate reception of his 
Theological-Political Treatise is testament to this. In fact, many such views are commonly 
associated with thinkers like Nietzsche who deny the reality of (natural) moral claims. 
7 Though Spinoza’s motivations are primarily ethical in nature, from another point of view, Spinoza is 
primarily a metaphysician. Like Descartes, one could conceive of Spinoza’s philosophy as a tree, with 
metaphysics serving as the necessary root system for the possibility of the tree. On this view, the account is 
not of motivation, but of logical relationship. Spinoza’s metaphysics, as detailed in Part I of Ethics, form the 
groundwork for his psychology, ethical theory, theology, etc. Acceptance of specific metaphysical doctrines, 
and the denial of others, is a necessary prerequisite to fulfilled knowledge of his ethical tenets. This is Della 
Rocca’s position in both Spinoza (2008) and “Spinoza and the Metaphysics of Scepticism” (2007). In the 
latter work Della Rocca argues that Spinoza’s epistemological positions are also derivative of his 
metaphysical commitments. My work, which identifies Spinoza as an epistemological ethicist, will 
(indirectly) problematize this account in the following chapters. While it is undoubtedly the case that the 
Ethics begins with a speedy deduction of God and other essential metaphysical points, I believe that logic, 
method, and epistemology form a powerful backdrop to Book I, at least in a preliminary form. Establishing 
some pragmatic truth in those fields is necessary, on Spinoza’s view, to even attempt an undertaking like 
Ethica. 
8 A great many commentators incorrectly label Spinoza’s ethical theory as a form of ethical egoism. 
Discussing the problems with this terminology would take us too far afield of the central issue. Suffice it to 
say that striving to increase one’s power of acting, which is a metaphysical demand of Spinoza’s conatus 
doctrine, is not, in my view, indicative of the selfish concern to fortify or satisfy one’s ego. In fact, the 
opposite is almost certainly the case. This seems to be an unpopular view, though. Cf. Bennett (1984), Della 
Rocca (2008), and Marshall (2017). 
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Despite all this, and perhaps because of all this, Spinoza is a moral philosopher. His goal 
is nothing less (or more) than blessedness and virtue, something that he seeks for himself 
and his fellow man with tenacity and nobility.9 
At first glance, Spinoza’s Ethics seems more like a mathematical exercise than a 
handbook on the good life. This is due in large part to the rigid, formal “geometrical 
presentation” of Ethics. This style of presentation is the self-conscious adaptation of 
Euclid’s in Elements. In the Elements, the acclaimed Father of Geometry deduces a long 
series of mathematical truths via a system of definitions and axioms that link propositions 
and their demonstrations. Each of the propositions in Elements has its foundation either in 
other propositions or in the short list of self-evident—or at least hypothetically positied— 
axioms and definitions at the outset of its various books. This same pattern holds true for 
the Ethics. Spinoza’s goal in presenting his philosophy in such a style—a style very 
abnormal in the history of philosophy10—is to lend it argumentative strength and proof 
comparable to a discipline like mathematics. Using this “geometrical method” and 
parroting the presentation of a legendary mathematician, Spinoza boldly seeks to elevate 
his metaphysical, psychological, and ethical doctrine to a level of apodictic certainty. 
Because of this it is imperative that his system be as tightly constructed as possible, that 
every proposition follow with logical necessity only from that which has already be 
asserted axiomatically or demonstrated with utmost clarity.11 Accordingly, the Ethics has 
9 In my view, it is generally a worthwhile practice to approach every great thinker in open consideration of 
that thinker’s potential positive value. Only after this should the critical lens be instituted. Unfortunately, 
Spinoza went centuries without this sort of treatment. 
10 This is not to say that Spinoza was the first to attempt this, nor that he is entirely anomalous, as we will 
see in what follows. 
11 One might also hypothesize that the linkages (or passages or inferences) between propositions are just as 
essential to understand in order to gather an account of Spinoza’s vision of reality and its unfolding 
constitution as the propositions themselves. They reveal a dynamism amidst an (apparently) static book of 
“truths.” 
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a facade of extreme seriousness and gravitas matched only by its content. The role of reason 
(ratio) in such a work, and the clear and distinct knowledge to which it supposedly leads, 
is paramount. 
The purpose of a geometrical method of presentation is both implicitly and 
explicitly to ground the doctrines of the philosophical system in as necessary, clear, and 
certain terms as possible. The method allows the reader to trace the origins of every 
proposition, to reconstruct the arguments for themselves, and take the proofs on their own 
logical authority. The reader is given the time needed to reflect on each proposition and 
move at a suitable, individual pace. The geometrical method is the tool for the presentation 
of a logical genealogy in which the construction and evolution of a few fundamental 
insights and axioms into an enormous philosophical system and a dynamic universe. It is 
this method that presents truths in great adequacy, though, as we will see in the final 
chapter, Spinoza’s notion of adequacy is highly specific.12 As can generally be assumed of 
all things Spinoza, his methodology and intellectual scrupulousness are not only present 
for the success and consistency of some abstract metaphysical system, but for their 
supposed practical and ethical implications. The commencement of the geometrical 
method at the outset of the Ethics is not simply an intimidating and foreboding sign that 
the road ahead is a difficult one, fitted only for those with the rare intellectual courage 
Spinoza demands.13 The method is also a virtue of the system itself, a reflection of the 
12 It is possible that there are superior, or equally adequate, modes of philosophical expression, which we 
will explore in the final chapter. At that point, I problematize the value of the geometrical method. 
13 Although Spinoza seems to have showed something of a universal concern for the good of his fellow man, 
that did not translate to the view that philosophy such as his own was good or beneficial to all other men, 
even if it is true. For Spinoza, a work such as the Ethics must be shared with the utmost caution only to other 
well-equipped and morally deserving minds. 
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theory of knowledge and a reflection both of the epistemological standards of the 17th 
century and Spinoza’s personal, practical philosophy. 
The Ethics seems to assert itself with timeless, magisterial confidence, as if it were 
born from an unknown and anonymous hand without precursor or precedent. The fact of 
the matter is, of course, very different. While the Ethics is certainly one of the most unique 
and special documents in the history of philosophy it is just a part of that history. It also 
had its own long gestation phase. Spinoza worked on it for many years and it took multiple 
forms, had different titles, and was worked over by a reading group of like-minded 
devotees. The Ethics was not born of nothing, and neither was the geometrical method in 
which it is clothed. 
The aim of this work is to provide a developmental account of Spinoza’s 
epistemology and methodology through an investigation of Spinoza’s early, unpublished 
writings and his correspondence. Driving this project are two fundamental presuppositions. 
First, as mentioned above, I contend that a true understanding of Spinoza’s system of 
philosophy requires, before anything else, acquaintance with his epistemological and 
methodological presuppositions. These presuppositions explain the importance of the 
method and the possibility of scientia intuitiva, the greatest form of knowledge open to the 
human mind in Spinoza’s universe. Spinoza’s theory of knowledge is key to the unfolding 
of the Ethics, especially insofar as it changes human psychology and ethics. Second, I take 
the view that the best way to understand the Ethics is by indulging in a thorough study of 
its precursors in Spinoza’s personal philosophical development, particularly the Treatise 
on the Emendation of the Intellect. In this way one can see how the most mature elements 
of Spinoza’s epistemology acquire such a form and even transcend that formal apparatus. 
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In short, one can understand the original impulse for these views, as well as how they have 
evolved within his philosophy. I believe this project is essential to the study of Spinoza, 
and fills a strange lacuna in the current body of literature.14 Though there is no shortage of 
great Spinoza scholarship, this project will take a unique look at an underappreciated aspect 
of his philosophy and do so in an original way. 
I maintain that over the course of Spinoza’s intellectual development, one that takes 
epistemological clarity as a prerequisite to philosophical advancement, Spinoza 
continuously tightened the ontological knot between ethics and epistemology. Knowledge, 
once a necessary condition for the good life in the TIE, becomes the good life itself. At 
once the means to salvation, knowledge, by the time of the Ethics, is this salvation. In other 
words, goodness and truth, intuitive understanding and virtue, the eternity of the mind and 
its corresponding intellectual joy, become one and the same thing viewed from different 
perspectives: once from the perspective of the epistemologist, again from the ethical actor. 
I call this ontological entwinement and propose the thesis that knowledge and the ethical 
life become more ontologically entwined over the course of Spinoza’s maturation to the 
point at which they are part and parcel of one and the same state.15 More simply put, the 
path to blessedness, especially insofar as it entails advancement in knowledge, becomes 
the life of blessedness itself. 
14 While there have been monographs on Spinoza’s epistemology, like those of Joachim and Parkinson, there 
have not been many in recent years, although the literature on Spinoza is as wide-ranging as ever. It would 
be a stretch to claim that the field is neglected, but it certainly does not get the same attention as metaphysics, 
ethics, or politics. Also, while there are a wealth of articles on various points of Spinoza’s philosophical 
development, I know of no full-length monograph that provides a detailed, developmental account of 
Spinoza’s method from his youth to the Ethics and beyond. I will not be advancing beyond the Ethics to his 
later political works in this essay but plan on doing so in a shorter sequel. 
15 While I will often refer to the linkage between scientia intuitiva and blessedness, it should also be noted 
that other, less virtuous ethical states, are linked with other, more partial and confused forms of knowing. 
There is more on this in what follows. 
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Take the following passage from the end of Part V of the Ethics: “Blessedness 
consists in Love of God (by P36 and P36S), a Love which arises from the third kind of 
knowledge (by P32C). So this Love (by IIP59 and P3) must be related to the Mind insofar 
as it acts. Therefore (by IVD*), it is virtue itself” (5p42d).16 This shows a certain unity of 
affective state, kinds of knowledge, and virtue. Spinoza, the practical philosopher, makes 
a deeply theological claim: it is the love of God that is the state of virtue itself. Still more 
importantly (for us), is this epistemological claim: a particular kind of knowledge is 
necessarily connected to Love of God and hence virtue itself.17 
The aim of the following monograph is to determine how Spinoza arrives at these 
views, produces this ontological entwinement, and discovers some of his most important 
epistemological doctrines, particularly the concept of intuitive knowledge. In what follows 
immediately hereafter, I further explicate the sense of Spinoza’s “epistemological 
ethicism” and provide introductory background on historical influence and precedent, 
situating Spinoza in a larger 17th century world before narrowing in on his private 
intellectual biography and philosophical development in subsequent chapters. 
1.2 THE ABSOLUTE VIRTUE OF THE MIND: SPINOZA’S INTELLECTUALIST 
ETHICS 
16 G II.307-308.30-3/ C I.616 
17 In later work I hope to clarify the sense of unity between the affect, the virtue, and the kind of knowledge. 
From the perspective of ratio, the form of knowledge Spinoza adopts in order to expound the Ethics in 
geometrical order, it is coherent to claim that the third kind of knowledge (scientia intuitiva) gives rise to 
love of God and virtue, from the perspective of scientia intuitiva they are simply one and the same thing, 
hardly distinguishable whatsoever. 
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If we are to think like Spinoza, then there is one thing to keep in mind above all 
else: the search for the good and the search for the true are one and the same.18 This search 
could be viewed, on the one hand, as a purely theoretical and scientific enterprise, without 
any obvious relationship to normative content,19 or, on the other, it could be taken as a 
purely practical pursuit of lasting joy, with only the coincidental byproduct of theoretical 
production. Despite these differing psychological dispositions, the path is singular. We 
may orient ourselves within Spinoza’s20 philosophy by engaging his theory of knowledge 
(our present task) or his ethics or his metaphysics, but each of these orientations should 
lead the cautious reader back to the central, practical unity undergirding his system. For 
Spinoza, the practical is in close perspectival proximity to the theoretical and metaphysical. 
There is no stark division between facts and values, even if a particular reader of Spinoza 
is concerned only with one or the other. Blessedness, freedom, virtue, and intuitive 
knowledge of God, all amount to the same thing. 
Spinoza’s metaphysical optimism is operative in his view of what can be known.21 
In fact, reality is entirely intelligible and therefore knowable to a reasoning being. This is 
18 The sense and progression of this unity is a subject of this study. I do not mean that the conception of this 
as a unitary search will translate into an equivalence between willing the good and knowing the true, which 
Spinoza will deny. 
19 This seems to be a central thesis of Knox Peden’s Spinoza Contra Phenomenology, an historical account 
of Spinoza’s authoritative role as arch-rationalist to the 20th century French rationalist reaction to 
phenomenology and subjectivism: “To be a Spinozist means employing the full resources of rational thought 
to evacuate the truth content of religious, moral, or political claims. It means recognizing what is true as 
something that is indifferent to its moral consequences because it is independent of the domain of 
morality”(264). 
20 Instead of using the common label “Spinozism,” I am here choosing to speak solely of “Spinoza’s 
philosophy,” one which refers solely to Spinoza’s actual philosophical doctrine. “Spinozism” is a label I 
associate with a post-Spinozian materialistic atheism. “Spinozism” has its own wide-reaching historical 
legacy, but it is an unbefitting label for the philosophy of a “God intoxicated man,” as the German romanticist 
Novalis says. Spinozism’s meaning arises primarily through its historical attachment to a certain materialist 
strain of radical thought, not its namesake. Since that is not my concern, I will not be using that term. 
21 Spinoza’s rationalism is such that reality is thoroughly intelligible, which is essentially metaphysically and 
epistemologically optimistic. Unlike Descartes, he leaves nothing to the mysteries of God and claims no 
transcendent other beyond the scope of human reason. Here Spinoza is to Descartes what Hegel is to Kant: 
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not to say that any finite mind with an expiration date will ever know everything—an 
absurdity—but simply that there is nothing unknowable in principle. Still more optimistic 
is the pronouncement of an earthly salvation offered by knowledge, especially knowledge 
of God, who is not an otherworldly, unknowable, benevolent intellect, but rather Nature 
itself , the very activity of reality (natura naturata). Proper understanding of metaphysical 
subjects, like the nature of God or the human body, for instance, are not merely fascinating 
logic games for theologians and philosophers. This knowledge is, rather, of the utmost 
practical importance for a blessed human life. For Spinoza, an intellectual life dedicated to 
the pursuit of knowledge, is akin to a life of religious zeal in which one endeavors to peel 
back the face of God, actively acquiring a rational and intuitive understanding of the 
essence of things of our natural world.22 It is, for Spinoza, a true religion. It is true morality. 
One should not underestimate the virtues of intellectual courage and wisdom. Spirituality, 
morality, and the corresponding intellectual activity—of the right subject material—are 
part of the same process of becoming. The tenacity involved in intellectual courage is 
necessary for freeing oneself from the confines of received opinion and imagination. When 
guided by the proper method and motivation, the door opens to true and adequate 
knowledge. It is through such knowledge—and in proportion to such knowledge—that the 
good life, to one degree or another, shines forth. 
In theological terms, knowledge of God (or Nature) [Deus sive Natura] is the 
highest good and greatest spiritual expression of love: “Knowledge of God is the Mind’s 
although he walks the path trail-blazed by a predecessor of enormous philosophical influence and originality, 
he seeks answers to questions his forerunner thought unsolvable (or beyond the scope of human reason), thus 
pursuing an intellectual optimism that this predecessor thought foolish or perhaps even arrogant. 
22 There is a world waiting to be mined here regarding the relationship between Spinoza’s epistemology and 
his theology. For Spinoza, love of God and knowledge of God coincide. Knowledge of God can be gathered 
through intuitive knowledge of particulars. This will be expanded upon at great length in the chapters to 
come, particularly Chapter 4. 
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greatest good; its greatest virtue is to know God” (4p28).23 It allows the mind a participation 
in eternity via an intellectual love (amor intellectualis) of the cause of all things. It is 
through this love of God,24 which Spinoza notes is also God’s love of himself through the 
human mind, that we find real human salvation: 
From this we clearly understand wherein our salvation, or blessedness, or 
Freedom, consists, viz. in the constant and eternal Love of God, or in God’s 
Love for men. And this Love, or blessedness, is called Glory in the Sacred 
Scriptures—not without reason. For whether this love be related to God or 
to the Mind, it can rightly be called satisfaction of mind, which is really not 
distinguished from Glory (5p36s).25 
Glory, then, must be God’s self-contentment, and in this case that arises tin the context of 
a human intellectual achievement: the love for God. God’s self-contentment is our greatest 
good precisely because it is our own self-contentment, the self-contentment of mind. Both 
of these aforementioned propositions, 4p28 and 5p36, include passages that, when 
connected with Spinoza’s definition of good, make clear a central doctrine of Spinozian 
philosophy. Note the three following passages: 
The essence of our mind consists only in knowledge (5p36).26 
By good I shall understand what we certainly know to be useful to us 
(4def1).27 
The Mind’s greatest advantage, or good, is knowledge of God (4p28dem).28 
23 G II.228.6-7/C I.559 
24 This phrase, “the love of God” is intentionally equivocal. In one sense, this is the human love of God. In 
another, it is God’s love, i.e., the love attributable to God. Both senses are accurate because both are senses 
of one and the same act. 
25 G II.303.1-7/C I.612 
26 G II.303.12/ C I.612 
27 G II.209.1-13/ C I.546 
28 G II.228.13-14/C I. 560 
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Together, these excerpts indicate the beginnings of an argument on the agreement of 
essence, virtue, usefulness, and understanding. Knowledge is of the utmost use-value to us. 
That which is most useful is to increase our power of acting, which is our virtue, which is 
our blessedness, which is the glory of God, i.e., the self-contentment of our own mind. 
“The greatest thing the Mind can understand is God, i.e., a Being absolutely infinite, 
without which it can neither be nor be conceived. And so, the Mind’s greatest advantage, 
or good, is knowledge of God” (4p28dem).29 
For anyone convinced of the validity of such an argument,30 or who finds the idea 
alluring, or who is simply curious about Spinoza, a natural, pertinent question arises: How 
does a human mind come to understand God? If we seek what is useful to us, and intuition 
of the greatest object of knowledge, God, is of the greatest use-value, then answering this 
question is one of the greatest necessities of Spinoza’s system. Its success hinges largely 
on its ability to answer this question. It is this question that will secure our path forward in 
an inquiry regarding Spinoza’s theory of knowledge. This will be fully elaborated in the 
chapter on scientia intuitiva, Chapter 4 of the essay.31 I take it that Spinoza’s epistemology 
receives its form and content from its motivation to answer this question, which I 
reconstruct in the chapters to come. Spinoza’s intellectual ethics is aimed at knowledge of 
God and the self-contentment of the mind. Knowledge of God, as we will see, comes in 
29 G II.10-14/C I. 559-560 
30 Establishing the validity of this argument, not to mention its soundness, would take a very detailed multi- 
phased proof. I have merely provided a sketch. 
31 Note that questions concerning knowledge of God will not be the main concern of the next several chapters. 
Still, this question is a central question for Spinoza, and, I maintain, is the cause of inquiry into many of the 
more basic logical and epistemological issues he tackles in the TIE. It is this sense in which this question 
“secures our path.” It grounds the inquiry in relation to a specific goal. 
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many forms, including an investigation of the singular essences of the things of the natural 
world. This should come as no surprise since, for Spinoza, God and Nature are the same 
thing. However, it does have a strange, theological result: the scientific investigation of the 
natural world, including the study of things like mathematics and philosophy, is a more 
spiritually rewarding endeavor and religious experience than the laborious accumulation 
of information based on the received opinions of antiquity. For Spinoza, the “true religion,” 
if one can speak of such a thing, is exemplified by the work of the Ethics and its encounter 
with reason, its development of the intellect. Though it may sound dramatic, proper 
intellectual pursuit is a sort of religious pilgrimage; it is the glory of God. Instead of 
limiting the purview of reason to make room for rational faith, as Kant would have it, 
Spinoza’s expunges faith altogether.32 
Spinoza often lacks patience for those who preach a religion that makes an 
inaccessible mystery of the deity. It is no wonder that he was infamously excommunicated 
from his Sephardic Jewish community via a harem, the harshest ever sentenced by the 
Amsterdam congregation. He does not mince words on this subject. For Spinoza, a lowly, 
false religion is a self-indulgent sanctuary of ignorance (asylum ignorantiae), one in which 
knowledge of the natural world is neglected and the true causes of things remain unknown 
in favor of wildly imaginative myths.33 Such a religion, Spinoza claims, is based entirely 
32 To claim that Spinoza still retains a sort of faith, i.e., faith in reason, also misses the mark. According to 
Spinoza, for whom “truth is its own sign,” there is no need for faith in reason. The assumption of faith of any 
sort presumes the need to appeal to a transcendent guarantor. For such a thinker, like Descartes, even the 
evident truths of mathematical propositions could not be taken with certainty until one was sure about not 
being duped by a maleficent force. This is not to say that Spinoza disparages the social value of faith, only 
that there is no place for it in philosophical inquiry. 
33 For an accessible introduction to Spinoza’s religious thought and its historical scandal, especially as it 
concerns the Theological-Political Treatise, see Nadler’s A Book Forged in Hell (2011). 
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on imagination, the first kind of “knowledge” as presented in the Ethics and elsewhere.34 
From such a standpoint, as Spinoza points out in the appendix to Book I of the Ethics, the 
will of God is implemented as a catch-all substitute for genuine knowledge of things 
(1app). Without a true conception of God, anyone with an active imagination can compose 
the image of God as they please, inventing a God in their image, rather than vice versa: 
“So it has happened that each of them has thought up from his own temperament different 
ways of worshipping God, so that God might love them above all the rest, and direct the 
whole of Nature according to the needs of their blind desires and insatiable greed” (1app).35 
Beyond this, when the happenings of the world fail to realize the just dispensation of goods 
and evils to the deserving parties in accordance with this imaginary legislative deity, the 
pious indulge their ignorance, appealing to the mysteries of faith as a catch-all answer to a 
fundamental ignorance. This ignorance should be the impetus to meaningful inquiry, not a 
prolonged respite from difficult intellectual labor into the mechanisms of the natural world. 
As such, false religion by definition fails to free itself from imaginative perception, 
never attaining a true conception of the essence of things. It not only fails to open the door 
into genuine, rational knowledge of the essence of things with God as the ultimate, 
immanent cause; even worse, it blocks the path to intelligibility. In other words, it does not 
simply fail to achieve a good: it makes the achievement of that good even more difficult. 
Using “the will of God” as an answer to shut down an investigation of the natural world, 
or inquiry into proximate causation, or to affirm a transcendent, inaccessible otherworldly 
realm of being, or simply to reinscribe mystery or wonder, is antithetical to Spinoza’s 
34 For Spinoza the essence of the human mind consists in knowledge (5p36), so even a mode of perception, 
like imagination, is a form of knowledge, even if it leads to false and fictitious cognitions. In Spinoza, one 
could insert “cognition” for “knowledge” in most instances and translations. 
35 G II.79.8-12/C I.441 
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philosophy and the spirit of scientific discovery in the 17th century that he exemplified. The 
“will of God” functions as the great antagonist to Spinoza’s radically immanentist theology 
and metaphysics. For Spinoza, like Descartes before him, men are better off with clean- 
slate ignorance than the haven provided by false knowledge from received, dogmatic 
authorities.36 On such an unintelligible view, God remains unknown and alien, rather than 
understood as the fundamental, internal, sustaining cause of all things. To know God in 
precisely that way is the goal, in a sense, of Spinoza’s entire project. 
Spinoza writes of the evil these false religious doctrines would do humanity if it 
were not for the advent of a Spinozian savior: mathematics, a domain with proven, 
incontrovertible truths. He writes, “So they maintain it as certain that the judgments of the 
Gods far surpass man’s grasp. This alone, of course, would have caused the truth to be 
hidden from the human race to eternity, if Mathematics, which is concerned not with ends, 
but only with the essences and properties of figures, had not shown men another standard 
of truth” (1app).37 The value of this passage is twofold. First, it shows Spinoza’s 
philosophical enemy as the individual and/or institution that obscures truth by appealing to 
God’s will. Secondly, and just as importantly, Spinoza states that mathematics, the only 
example he provides here (although he makes passing mention of “other causes”) is an 
36 Descartes is fond of making this point. For instance, in his unfinished dialogue, The Search for Truth, 
Descartes presents three characters: Polyander, an unlearned individual of competent intelligence, 
Epistemon, a learned gentleman well versed in the subtleties of scholastic thought, and Eudoxus, the 
philosophical hero and representative of Descartes’s own, enlightened state. Eudoxus seeks a dialogue with 
Polyander rather than Epistemon because the former has fewer barriers to the acceptance of legitimate, 
intelligible views. Epistemon actively bars the way to truth by submitting to, reiterating, and constructing 
false systems of thought, as well as inventing obscure worlds of philosophical contortion. Descartes has his 
surrogate, Eudoxus, say, “Someone who, like [Epistemon] is stuffed full of opinions and taken up with any 
number of preconceptions finds it difficult to submit himself exclusively to the natural light for he has long 
been in the habit of yielding to authority rather than lending his ear to the dictates of his own reason.” AT 
X.522-523/CSM II.416. Descartes, of course, does not go as far as Spinoza in his contestation of religious
authority, especially in its role as authority.
37 G II.79.30-34/C I.441
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opposing force, one that leads the intellect into the light of adequate knowledge instead of 
clouding the mind within the obfuscatory fogs of imagination. This valorization of 
mathematics is an important aspect of Spinoza’s formalism, logic, and methodology, which 
will become more apparent as we go forward. 
The purpose of this detour into the philosophy of religion is to show that, for 
Spinoza, bad theology is linked to epistemological pessimism, just as good theology—read 
Spinoza’s natural theology—is linked to epistemological optimism and, subsequently, the 
production of knowledge. In short, the life that one leads, including the religion one 
accepts, are reflections of how one thinks, more particularly, the way in which one knows, 
e.g., via imagination, reason, etc.38 For Spinoza, then, it is not only what one knows that
matters, but how one knows it, why it is the way it is, and how that knowledge can be 
properly organized into a coherent, true system of knowledge with necessary connections 
amongst its propositions. 
One of the most basic elements of Spinoza’s conception of knowledge is its 
tripartite division.39 From his earliest texts onward, this partitioning of a few ways of 
knowing is a consistent aspect of Spinoza’s theory. It receives its mature formulation, 
though, in the Ethics at 2p40s2.40 This much-cited scholium provides a quick overview of 
38 It seems to me that this idea proceeds dialectically. That is, one’s views on religion, for instance, strengthen 
and weaken one’s imagination and intellect respectively. However, this could easily be reversed: the 
creativity of the imagination or the strength of intellectual fortitude may deeply influence one’s theological 
and spiritual commitments, especially the degree of adequacy or inadequacy of one’s idea of God. In other 
words, the capacities of an individual mind may determine one’s beliefs, and those beliefs then 
biconditionally strengthen, neglect, or deteriorate those capacities. 
39 The tripartite division of knowledge is located in the Ethics. In TIE, for instance, Spinoza identifies four 
distinct kinds of knowing. The four kinds in the TIE roughly correspond, though, to the three in Ethics, but 
with some key differences, which will be explored in the next few chapters. 
40 It is strange that this extremely important epistemological doctrine is buried in this scholium, especially 
given Spinoza’s reliance on it throughout Part V, wherein resides many of the culminating ethical moments 
of his philosophy. I think this may lend credence to Joachim’s idea that the TIE was once conceived as a 
logical prolegomenon to the Ethics. This issue will receive development in the next chapter. 
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these three kinds of knowledge. The first kind, imagination or opinion, arises from 
“fragmentary and confused” perception based on accidental, individual experience. 
Opinion and imagination can also find basis in the interpretation of symbols. This occurs 
when one becomes acquainted with a word or sign and proceeds to adjoin it in one’s mind 
with things (imaginatively) perceived as similar. A mutilated, inadequate perception of the 
nature of things results from accidental/random experience and symbolic imagination.41 
Though it may be the most common form of knowledge, and does serve some significant 
everyday value, imagination does not have nearly the same intellectual significance as the 
subsequent forms of knowledge, except, perhaps, as an adversary. The second kind of 
knowledge is discursive. It does not proceed contingently (or haphazardly) as does the 
imagination, but rather with necessity. It therefore cognizes truly since things only follow 
from one another necessarily if the former proposition is the adequate cause of the latter. 
Spinoza refers to this kind of knowledge as reason (ratio). Reason proceeds inferentially 
“from the fact that we have common notions and adequate ideas of the properties of things” 
to adequate knowledge of some further thing (2p40s2).42 This form of knowledge yields 
true knowledge of something by deriving its necessity on the basis of knowledge already 
in hand. The axioms placed at the beginning of each book of the Ethics are examples of the 
common notions reason makes use of in its discursive unfolding. Reason also has an 
intimate connection to the third, and final, kind of knowledge.43 
41 Each kind of knowledge will receive thorough exegetical interpretation in later chapters with the final 
main chapter of the essay, Chapter 4, dedicated to a unique reinterpretation of scientia intuitiva, the highest 
form of knowledge. 
42 G II.122.12-13/C I.478 
43 “The conatus, or desire, to know things by the third kind of knowledge, cannot arise from the first kind of 
knowledge, but from the second” (5p28). 
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This third kind of knowledge, which for Spinoza is the highest, is intuitive 
knowledge (scientia intuitiva). Intuitive knowledge is the cognition of the essence of 
something in and through itself, or as Spinoza obscurely puts it in the Ethics, “(scientia 
intuitiva) proceeds from an adequate idea of the formal essence of certain attributes of God 
to an adequate knowledge of the essence of things” (2p40s2). 44 It is this understanding of 
the essences of things that yields (or is equivalent to) the intellectual love of God, which, 
as we indicated above, is the greatest practical achievement. Therefore, discovering how 
this type of knowledge can be acquired and activated, as well as whether or not it is 
possible, is of ultimate philosophical and ethical importance. An investigation into the 
nature of scientia intuitiva will be undertaken in later chapters and is key to determining 
the value of Spinoza’s project writ large. The blessed life and true religion require intuitive 
knowledge, and so its acquisition, if possible, must be manifest in order to judge the truth 
and the value of Spinoza philosophy as a complete systematic whole. In other words, it is 
not at all problematic to affirm the truth content of various doctrines in the Ethics even if 
scientia intuitiva is impossible, but it does seem to throw into question the legitimacy of 
Spinoza’s system of philosophy, especially his ethics, if this epistemological doctrine is 
false. We will presently see some of the historical basis for Spinoza’s conception of 
scientia intuitiva as a radicalization and reformulation of the concept of scientia that 
dominated 17th century theory of knowledge. 
In short, the upshot of Spinoza’s intellectualist ethics is this: in order to strive 
toward and exist in a state of blessedness (a heightened state of joy and power that 
participates in a kind of eternity) one must seek knowledge of God and do so through a 
44 G II.122.17-19/C I.478 
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knowledge of the proximate causes of things. The route by which we seek this knowledge 
is of extreme importance. Imagination, including received opinion, will not cut it. One 
cannot have knowledge of God without having properly implemented the right method and 
the power of reason. The question of the nature of the intellect, and the best methodological 
path for the implementation of that intellect, becomes a necessary and foundational 
propaedeutic for the possibility of true knowledge, hence the existence of the TIE, in which 
Spinoza claims that the first thing the philosopher must do is render the intellect “capable 
of understanding things in the way the attainment of our end requires.”45 The philosopher 
seeking knowledge of God, then, must use the best methodological tools available in order 
to increase the capacities of the mind for the acquisition of truth. For many 17th century 
theoreticians, Spinoza notwithstanding, there was no better place to look for said tools than 
mathematics. 
1.3 SCIENTIA & THE GEOMETRICAL STANDARD 
Although Spinoza radicalized the 17th-century intellectual preoccupation with 
mathematics and scientia by presenting his masterpiece, the Ethics, in a highly original 
fashion, that is, as demonstrated according to “geometrical order,” his indebtedness to 
geometry as a standard-bearer for philosophical reason is anything but anomalous or 
ahistorical. There may be good reason to believe that the content of Spinoza’s philosophy 
shares more in common with Ancient naturalists (like Lucretius), or Medieval Jewish 
mystics (like Maimonides), or Renaissance rebels (like Bruno), than it does with his 
45 G II.9-10.35-2/C I.12 
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contemporary, Early-Modern peers. This seems open to debate.46 However, the form and 
presentation of Spinozian philosophy is definitely a product of his time and would (almost 
certainly) not occur in a Pre-Cartesian era, at least in the domain of philosophy. A new 
standard for the legitimacy of philosophical claims had taken hold of academic discourse 
by the time Spinoza was coming of philosophical age in the 1650’s. Pioneers like Francis 
Bacon, Rene Descartes, and Thomas Hobbes had pushed philosophy into new territory.47 
The epistemological and methodological concerns of the aforementioned, among others, 
were profoundly influential for Spinoza, even if he saw their doctrines as serious departures 
from the truth in various ways. Because of the importance of methodology and 
epistemology at this time, even if Spinoza’s mature doctrines sound more like those of 
Lucretius or Bruno than those of his contemporaries, it is doubtful that the doctrines mean 
the same thing to Spinoza. The meaning for the knower is a result of the way in which the 
knower comes to know, i.e., via reason, imagination, etc., and has just as much existential 
import, as that which is known. Given the seriousness with which Spinoza adheres to these 
epistemological presuppositions, I think it is safe to say that Spinoza is thoroughly a 
product of his time and accurately described as “early modern” and not a stalwart of a 
bygone era. 
46 It would be a debate, though, of only academic significance. Good history of philosophy, as I see it, requires 
that influences be mapped, but this map of influence cannot provide us with an account of Spinoza’s mental 
life. It cannot tell us who he consciously thought was his greatest influence nor the extent each influence 
holds. The degree of influence of any individual figure is not necessarily based on the amount of similarity 
that said influential figure shares with the supposedly influenced figure. Just because Spinoza’s conclusions 
may have more in common with early Stoicism than they do with Descartes does not mean that Spinoza was 
more influenced by the Stoics than by Descartes. 
47 Each of these philosophers will receive a more extended treatment below in which their influence on 
Spinoza (with regards to his methodology and theory of knowledge) is briefly glossed for the sake of 
historical context. 
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In the 17th century geometry was a glorified field whose methodology received 
wider circulation amongst the sciences. In the academic world, it was frequently cited as 
preeminent, if not due to the objects of its inquiry (for which philosophy and theology were 
also highly revered), then because of the incontrovertible proofs it produced for the truth 
of those objects, the incontestable necessity of its truth claims. Although Spinoza 
radicalized this love of geometry by audaciously composing an Ethics in geometrical order, 
Descartes, Hobbes, and others had already done some (tentative) work to this end. 
Descartes, for example, reproduces some of his Meditations via the “synthetic” method in 
his replies to the second set of objections to Meditations.48 On the synthetic method, 
Descartes writes the following: 
It demonstrates the conclusion clearly and employs a long series of 
definitions, postulates, axioms, theorems, and problems, so that if anyone 
denies one of the conclusions it can be shown at once that it is contained in 
what has gone before, and hence the reader, however argumentative or 
stubborn he may be, is compelled to give his assent. However, this method 
is not as satisfying as the method of analysis, nor does it engage the minds 
of those who are eager to learn, since it does not show how the thing in 
question was discovered.49 
We see here that, though Descartes is aware of the precision and clarity of the procedure 
of the synthetic—read geometrical50—method, he is unimpressed with its psychological 
48 As I understand it, the synthetic method and the geometrical method are one and the same method with 
two different names. Occasionally, geometric style is considered the mode in which the synthetic method is 
presented. 
49 AT VII.156/CSM II.111. We will return to this issue at the end of Chapter 3. 
50 Perhaps one reason Descartes uses the word “synthetic” and not “geometrical” is because he believed the 
ancient geometers, like Euclid, who produced works in the synthetic method were aware of the analytic 
method. Not only were they aware of it, they thought it superior, just as he did: “It was synthesis alone that 
the ancient geometers usually employed in their writings. But in my view this was not because they were 
utterly ignorant of analysis, but because they had such a high regard for it that they kept it to themselves like 
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attractiveness. It simply is not as beneficial to the reader as the analytic method. According 
to Descartes, this is precisely because the synthetic method does not provide a 
developmental narrative that elucidates the production of its fundamental concepts, 
definitions, and axioms. It simply begins with an established set of truths without reflection 
on how those principles came to be established as such. If a system of philosophy begins 
with a set of first principles, like Spinoza’s Ethics, instead of an individual’s existential 
quest for knowledge, like Descartes’s Meditations, then the work is likely to be neglected 
by a large readership.51 So when the authors of the second set of objections to his 
Meditations52 ask Descartes for something akin to synthetic presentation in order to make 
his ideas clearer, Descartes, though willing to oblige them with a sketch of a synthetic 
demonstration, makes his preference known. The analytic method, he claims, is superior. 
One reason for this is because the truths of metaphysics, unlike those of mathematics, are 
highly contested. More often than not, individuals have preconceived notions on 
metaphysical subjects, and these opinions block their adherence to first principles that may 
conflict with their prejudices. Therefore, a method of presentation like the synthetic 
method, which begins with highly contested metaphysical claims, will, even if all its claims 
are perfectly true, arouse the skepticism and ire of the reader. Descartes’s concern is that 
bad readers will reject the first principles out of hand because they conflict with their 
a sacred mystery” (AT VII.156/CSM II.111). It would follow, then, that the analytic method is no less 
geometrical, at least insofar as that means “of the geometers.” Descartes’s willingness to speculate on a bridge 
between mathematics and mystery seems antithetical to Spinoza’s insistence that the mathematical is a 
harbinger of truth freeing humankind from the sanctuary of ignorance, a place of divine mystery. 
51 This is not something that would bother Spinoza, who never published the Ethics in his lifetime and who 
seems to have understood his project as attractive only to rare birds, not the general public. In fact, Spinoza 
would probably appreciate the public staying entirely out of such philosophical matters. 
52 According to John Cottingham, though the objections are attributed to anonymous “theologians and 
philosophers,” this author is Friar Mersenne (1588-1648), one of Descartes’s most important correspondents 
(64). 
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preconceived opinions, a practical problem that generally does not trouble mathematicians. 
The philosopher, though, must be aware of this, and must disarm his prejudiced reader. 
Application of the synthetic method fails in disarmament. 
The analytic method, unlike the synthetic, invites the reader to join in a meditation, 
to think alongside Descartes as he presents his own thought-process and eventual 
recognition of clear and distinct first principles. The reader, therefore, carefully follows the 
author through the path of discovery and must pay the utmost attention to every point: “I 
am therefore right to require particularly careful attention from my readers; and the style 
of writing that I selected was one which I thought would be most capable of generating 
such attention.”53 This attention not only disarms combatant readers who are compelled to 
accept the necessity of the first principles of the system (because they have closely 
meditated with the author on the argument that led to their discovery) but also, and for the 
same reasons, puts the attentive reader in a better place once these definitions and axioms 
are established. In short, Descartes knew that the analytic method had advantages. Even if 
the synthetic method compels assent, the obscurity around its initiation (in any given 
application) is a sign of its inferiority. Despite this, it is still remarkable, and a sign of the 
times, that Descartes obliged to write his philosophy, at least partially, in this form, one not 
entirely dissimilar to the enumeration of points in Principles of Philosophy.54 Presumably 
Descartes felt the gravity of the request. The request itself is a sign of the hunger for such 
a rigorous, synthetic presentation. The requestor, Mersenne, writes “[the synthetic method] 
would enable you to fill the mind of each reader so that he could see everything as if it 
53 AT VII.158/CSM II.112 
54 Spinoza, coincidently, first acquired fame as an expositor of Descartes’s Principles, which Spinoza re- 
presented in geometrical order. We will look at this work in later works to see if there is any important update 
in Spinoza’s conception and presentation of this method by the time of the Ethics. 
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were at a single glance, and be permeated with awareness of the divine power.”55 It seems 
possible that Mersenne left quite an impression on Spinoza with this formulation. The 
resultant “awareness” from study of the geometrical method, as Mersenne sees it, is not 
dissimilar to Spinoza’s conception scientia intuitiva. 
The purpose of this excursus is, firstly, to further specify the distinctiveness of the 
geometrical method, which will receive a more detailed discussion in Chapters 3-4, and, 
secondly, to clarify the nature of this project. Providing an analytic and genealogical 
account of Spinoza’s conception of definitions, axioms, etc. and the typology of 
knowledge, will, I hope, provide curious minds with the fulfillment Descartes writes of 
above. By combining an analysis of Spinoza’s early works with the event of the 
geometrical method in Ethics, the benefits of Cartesian analysis are added to the clarity and 
intuitive power of synthesis. I will analyze the development of Spinoza’s epistemology and 
the progress of his methodology by engaging his early, non-synthetic works, like the TIE 
and Short Treatise (KV). My hope is to show that one gains a new perspective on the 
geometrical method, including its function and limitation, via an analysis of its genesis in 
Spinoza’s early philosophical analyses. 
The 17th-century infatuation with geometry, and the belief in it as a model for 
fruitful philosophical speculation in other disciplines, be it politics (Hobbes) or physics 
(Descartes) was, in a sense, nothing new. In antiquity, Aristotle had written fondly of 
mathematical reasoning in his Posterior Analytics. This importance placed on logical 
reasoning, in part an inheritance from Aristotle, was stressed throughout scholastic centers 
of learning in the Middle Ages and Renaissance. Strict demonstrative proof was a 
55 AT VII.128/CSM II.92 
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cornerstone aspect of true understanding for millennia. So, then, if one can speak of an 
epistemological revolution in the 17th century with geometry as standard-bearer, and I 
believe one can, this revolution is not simply in a new adherence to strict demonstrative 
proof, but that in which a strict demonstrative proof consists, namely, I think, a new account 
of causation, one that emphasizes the supremacy of efficient causation and its explanatory 
power in the sciences. Geometry became an ideal model in the 17th-century, as we will see, 
because of the completeness of its causal account of any and all its true propositions. 
Geometry, as a field of study, had not only accumulated true knowledge of geometrical 
objects, but did so in a way that gave these objects proper order and connection, explaining 
the causal history of each affirmed proposition through an infallible deductive chain traced 
back to its first principles and definitions. Mathematical reasoning, even if it is strictly 
mathematical in content, i.e., idiosyncratic, and usually deemed inappropriate for other 
fields of inquiry, provided a guiding light for what true knowledge looked like. 
In the 17th century there was a name for said knowledge: scientia. Knowledge as 
scientia, or science, became paramount for the new school of revolutionary philosophers. 
Scientia did not mean to the early modern philosopher what the term science means for us 
nearly four hundred years later. It was not, as we might assume, a practice based on an 
experimental method of inquiry in which one tests hypotheses and assesses probable 
accounts of the natural world, steadily advancing its explanatory power by cautious reform 
and repeated experiments corroborated by peers. At the time, “scientia” referred to 
systematic knowledge deduced with absolute necessity from the most certain and axiomatic 
of principles. The order and connection (to borrow a phrase of Spinoza’s) of true 
propositions was every bit as essential to the conception of scientia as the propositions and 
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demonstrations themselves As Tom Sorell notes in his “Introduction” to Scientia in Early 
Modern Philosophy,56 “[Scientia] is not simply knowledge-that, but knowledge-why, and 
not simply knowledge-why, but knowledge-why that unifies whole classes of truths 
known…it is knowledge that the relevant truths cannot but be true given the relevant causes 
or principles.”57 Or, as Stephen Gaukroger writes in the same volume, “Scientia was a 
systematic and encyclopedic form of presentation of knowledge in which known facts were 
grasped in terms of their underlying principles and causes…knowledge that something was 
the case was merely a prelude to knowledge why it was the case.”58 In other words, scientia 
is totalizing knowledge of truths and their necessary connections to one another. It does 
not consist in knowledge of facts but a knowledge of causes and effects integrated into a 
systematic whole. It is unsurprising that the Principle of Sufficient Reason, which states 
that for every state of affairs that exists, there is some sufficient reason why it is so and not 
otherwise, was developed within this context with Spinoza and Leibniz, with whom it is 
most closely associated. 
The advocates of scientia in the 17th century were also normally working outside 
of the university context. Their preoccupation was not with a contemplative, Aristotelian 
reflection on the nature of reality but rather with practical, mechanistic, political, and 
technical reform. Just as we saw earlier in Spinoza’s rejection of the sanctuary of ignorance, 
wherein he instead posits a thoroughly intelligible reality constituted by a demystified God, 
56 I will be referring to a number of articles from the volume as the chapter progresses. 
57 Tom Sorell, “Introduction,” in Scientia in Early Modern Philosophy: Seventeenth-Century Thinkers on 
Demonstrative Knowledge from First Principles, ed. by Tom Sorell, G. A. J. Rogers, and Jill Kraye 
(Dordrecht: Springer, 2010), vii. 
58 Stephen Gaukroger, “The Unity of Natural Philosophy and the End of Scientia,” in Scientia in Early 
Modern Philosophy: Seventeenth-Century Thinkers on Demonstrative Knowledge from First Principles, ed. 
by Tom Sorell, G. A. J. Rogers, and Jill Kraye (Dordrecht: Springer, 2010), 20. 
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the general trend of the new, Cartesian and Baconian sciences was to remove the obscuring 
Aristotelian fog from the world of learning, making the natural world manageable, 
manipulatable, and mechanical.59 As Jonathan I. Israel writes in Radical Enlightenment, a 
thorough account of the development of modern philosophy with Spinoza as a centerpiece, 
“What came to be called the ‘New Philosophy’, which in most cases meant Cartesianism, 
diverged fundamentally from the essentially magical, Aristotelean, ‘pre-scientific’ view of 
the world which had everywhere prevailed hitherto and worked to supplant it, projecting a 
rigorous mechanism, which in the eyes of adversaries, inevitably entailed the subordination 
of theology and Church authority to concepts rooted in a mathematically grounded 
philosophical reason.”60 Advocates of this new science, like Bacon and Descartes, were 
concerned with making the world a more comfortable and hospitable place in which to live, 
ridding the world of disease, creating new technologies, etc. As a result of this practically 
motivated desire and need for worldly application, there was a corresponding shift in 
ontology and theory of knowledge. Whether right or wrong, the fact was that Aristotle’s 
causal explanations lacked the requirements for transforming the world. In fact, on 
Aristotle’s own view, these explanations of the natures of things were never meant to 
transform anything but rather for the sake of philosophical contemplation. The purpose of 
Aristotelean explanation, for natural kinds, for instance, is not for the advancement of 
mechanics or the exploitation of resources. The purpose is intrinsic to study itself. It is the 
59 The fact that thinkers like Descartes very rarely go as far as Spinoza in this process of demystification 
should not mean that they settled for a magical or unscientific account of reality, a “pre-scientific” account. 
It should simply mean that there were aspects of reality they believed human intuition could not grasp. 
Whether or not Descartes (or Bacon) actually demystifies reality is an open question. 
60 Jonathan I. Israel, “Introduction,” in Radical Enlightenment: Philosophy and the Making of Modernity 
1650-1750 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 14. Israel immediately points out that “most 
‘Cartesians’ of the 1650s and 1660s never intended to undermine theology’s hegemony or weaken the sway 
of the churches to anything like the extent which rapidly resulted” (14). This claim is almost certainly true of 
Descartes. It is not true of Spinoza, to which it is most likely not meant to apply. 
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contemplative life, not the life of the practical actor, which, for Aristotle, is the highest 
activity, the best sort of life, i.e., that which produces happiness for the virtuous person. 
Aristotle writes the following in Book X of Nicomachean Ethics: 
Hence among actions in accord with the virtues those in politics and war 
are preeminently fine and great; but they require trouble, aim at some 
[further] end, and are choiceworthy for something other than themselves. 
But the activity of understanding, it seems, is superior in excellence because 
it is the activity of study, aims at no end apart from itself, and has its own 
proper pleasure, which increases the activity.61 
For Aristotle, then, although we can speak meaningfully about the virtues and 
accompanying pleasures integral to practical activities, like political action, it would be a 
mistake to assume this as the highest human vocation. Instead the pursuant of wisdom and 
the most virtuous individuals live a more self-sufficient life based on the act of study, as 
well as the recognition of the human capacity to understand as our “supreme element.”62 
Though it would be a major mistake to denigrate the value of Early Modern understanding 
simply by contrasting them with Aristotle, it should be noted that understanding was 
usually not sought for itself but for the purpose of practical action. This 
ethical/motivational shift in perspective is, I maintain, a fundamental factor in the 
epistemological divide separating Early Modern mechanics from Aristotelean/Thomistic 
contemplation of natural kinds. Interestingly, though, we cannot say this of the mature 
Spinoza, who seems to hold a position different from both his Early Modern and the 
61 Aristotle, “Book X,” in Nicomachean Ethics, trans. by Terence Irwin (Indianapolis/Cambridge: Hackett 
Publishing Company,1999), 164. The italicization is mine. 
62 Ibid., 165. 
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Stagyrite. When the pinnacle of understanding is reached in the Ethics, the distinction 
between the practical and the contemplative, i.e., theoretical, are collapsed.63 Nevertheless, 
this was certainly the case for Spinoza’s precursors, the harbingers of the new science. 
The difference is not merely one of aim, though, or of assessment of the highest 
form of life. Regarding the problem of scientia, the issue is one of causal explanation. The 
stark disparity between Bacon and Aristotle, for instance, reveals the depth of the rupture 
between the scholastic approach to philosophy and the advent of modernity. As Gaukroger 
describes it, the root difference in explanation between Aristotelean and Baconian accounts 
of natural kinds is a shifted emphasis on the internal state (Aristotle) and external (or 
violent) influence on that state (Bacon). Gaukroger, writing on Aristotelean explanation, 
makes the following note: “If we are asked why a stone falls, the answer is that stones are 
heavy and heavy things fall: that is all there is to it. If we are asked why this tree puts out 
broad flat leaves in the spring and keeps them through the summer we may reply that it 
does this because it is a beech. In other words, it is not necessary to look outside the thing 
to account for its behavior.”64 While there might not be anything strictly wrong with this 
account—it does seem to be of the nature of beech trees to have broad, flat leaves—it is 
not hard to see why practically minded men like Hobbes, Descartes, and Bacon would scoff 
at such “explanation.” The problem is that Aristotle’s recourse to the internal state of the 
object allows him to explain everything and nothing all at once. Anything is explicable 
simply by the fact of its being the kind of thing that behaves in the way it behaves. 
63 I have a sense here of Spinoza as an exemplar of Early Modern rationality that somehow folds back on the 
pre-modern, Aristotelean endorsement of a contemplative, virtuous life of study as ultimately superior to 
other goods. 
64 Gaukroger, “The Unity of Natural Philosophy and the End of Scientia,” 22. 
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This is nothing but tautology. Abstracting from particular content, this is like 
claiming the following about some particular natural kind, X: X has Y property because it 
is the nature of X to have Y property, i.e., X’s existence is as Y because X’s essence is as 
Y. Stripped of any particular content, this may be difficult to deny, but, regardless, it is
useless because it lacks any practical value or explanatory power. If one wants to know the 
conditions under which a beech becomes such, or why it is that stones plummet back to the 
ground when dropped, Aristotelean explanation is unhelpful. It simply says that something 
is the case because of the inner nature of the thing under investigation, i.e., that certain 
motions are natural on the basis of the inner constitution of the thing. The Baconian 
emphasis on external influences provides a more satisfying explanatory account. It gives a 
mechanistic account of the forces that must act upon something from the outside, that is, 
from something other than the thing itself, which causes it to behave in the way it does. 
Whereas Aristotle might claim that the ball falls when dropped because it is the nature of 
the ball to fall, a Baconian account permits the development of an explanatory physical 
force like gravity.65 
Descartes is one of many thinkers well-attuned to this problem. His issues with the 
Peripatetics calling the shots at the universities are deep-seated, personal, and extensive, as 
were Bacon’s. However, as a thinker predominantly concerned with the establishment and 
advancement of science, I take Descartes’s specific objection to Aristotelean accounts of 
causation to be one of his most relevant criticisms of Peripatetic thinking in general. In the 
65 I take it that whether or not Bacon was actually aware of the existence of gravity is immaterial to the 
logical structure of the difference in causal account between him and Aristotle. Also, I should note that this 
ongoing assessment of Aristotle’s views on causation is heuristic and developed in conjunction with the Early 
Modern reappraisal of Aristotle. I make no mention of Aristotle’s fourfold theory of causation, nor do I think 
it necessary to do so. The purpose is not to be “fair” to Aristotle, but to elucidate the kind of empty explanation 
Descartes, Bacon, and others took themselves to be challenging. 
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preface to the French edition of the Principia Philosophiae (1647), his most sweeping and 
systematic presentation of philosophy, he provides a clear indication of the problem with 
philosophical adherence to the “master,” Aristotle: “When one has true principles and 
follows them, one cannot fail to come upon other truths from time to time. Indeed the best 
way of proving the falsity of Aristotle’s principles, is to point out that they have not enabled 
any progress to be made in all the many centuries in which they have been followed.”66 
For Descartes, one of the strongest ways of proving the legitimacy of a theory depends on 
whether or not one can show other truths following therefrom, thereby aiding in the 
demystification of the natural world. In fact, this preface contains Descartes’s famous 
comparison of the system of philosophy to the network of a tree. At the base of this tree, 
the roots, are the first principles of first philosophy, the metaphysical underpinnings of 
reality. From there, philosophy builds directly upon itself up the trunk of the tree. This is 
the realm of physics. Beyond this, are the various branches of the tree (“three principle 
ones, namely medicine, mechanics, and morals''67), each of which has a vital function in 
the system of philosophy. However vital these branches may be, they are inaccessible, even 
impossible, without the roots and trunk (metaphysics and physics).68 Without a proper 
foundational knowledge of first philosophy no one will make any genuine progress in 
mechanics or medicine. One might stumble across truths here and there, but these facts will 
never be integrated into a systemic body of knowledge. Progress will be slow and 
66 AT IXB.18-19/CSM I.189 
67 AT IXB.14/CSM I.186 
68 This is not to say that one cannot hold true opinions in fields like medicine or morality even in the absence 
of a knowledge of metaphysics, but it does mean that such an individual does not know them in the same 
sense as one who understands metaphysical truths. These objects of knowledge would remain merely 
opinion. In a letter to Beeckman, Descartes writes, “it occasionally happens that even when the most 
incompetent person discuses philosophy, he may say things which be sheer chance coincide with the truth.” 
AT I.159/CSMK III.27. This phrasing seems carefully construed: though such opinions may coincide with 
truth, they are not, strictly speaking, true. Spinoza’s view is not so different, as we will see. 
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haphazard, if it occurs at all. At least such is Descartes’s position. Indeed, Descartes 
Principles of Philosophy is formally presented in a way consistent with the tree analogy. 
Part One deals with Descartes’s foundational metaphysical doctrines, familiar to the reader 
of the Meditations. The following parts concern Cartesian physics and lay the groundwork 
for the investigation of more determinant sciences, like medicine and morals. This is all to 
say that for Descartes, as the premier torchbearer for the advancement of philosophy in the 
17th century, the study of philosophy, and hence knowledge, is systematic. Inherent in this 
concept of systematicity is the idea that truths build on one another and depend upon one 
another’s orderly precedence, an assumption of Spinoza’s too. (Both Descartes and 
Spinoza start with metaphysics, specifically the idea of God.69) This drive for systematicity 
and order is indicative of the need to make explicit the causal chains that connects the truth 
of one proposition to another. The issue with Aristotelean explanation, especially of natural 
kinds, is that it does not allow for this kind of development. 
This is not some slight problem but rather a damning flaw that indicates its 
complete incompetence. Descartes provides a clear example of the problem with 
Aristotelean science: 
For Example, there is not one of them, so far as I know, who has not 
supposed there to be weight in terrestrial bodies. Yet although experience 
shows us very clearly that the bodies we call ‘heavy’ descend towards the 
centre of the earth, we do not for all that have any knowledge of the nature 
of what is called ‘gravity’, that is to say, the cause or principles which makes 
69 Though the first established principle in Cartesian metaphysics is the undoubtable doubting self, 
Descartes’s cogito, I take the first principle of his system, at least as it appears in the Principles, to be the 
knowledge of the existence of God, from which one can deduce the created world. See proposition 24 of Part 
One of The Principles of Philosophy (AT VIIIA.14/CSM I.201). Spinoza, yet again, I think, follows a similar 
line. 
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bodies descend in this way, and we must derive such knowledge from some 
other source.70 
In short, if Aristotelians plan to explain the behavior of some object by looking at its 
internal properties, they will not get far. They will never learn the causes or principles that 
structure the lawlike nature of the world. Gravity, for instance, does not exist “inside” the 
heavy body but is rather a force that acts upon it. Without a determination of these causes, 
like gravity, there is no genuine advancement in science, which, in this context, means that 
there is no deepening of the order and connection of ideas, no achievement in the further 
derivation of knowledge in an ever-increasing systematic understanding of nature. 
Spinoza, agreeing with Descartes, makes the following point on logical connection 
in the TIE: “when the mind attends to a thought—to weigh it, and deduce from it, in good 
order, the things legitimately to be deduced from it—if it is false, the mind will uncover 
falsity; but if it is true, the mind will continue successfully, without any interruption, to 
deduce true things from it.”71 In other words, if the observant mind, set upon the right path 
of logical inquiry, attends to a true object of knowledge, then other truths will follow 
therefrom, supposedly without difficulty. One assumption underlying a claim like this, it 
seems to me, is that all true objects of knowledge form a systematic totality in which each 
part is necessarily linked to other proximate parts as a series of causes and effects. In this 
way, Spinoza and Descartes exhibit a conception of knowledge as scientia in a manner that 
pushes past any Aristotelian passion for deduction. Not only does it conceive of deduction 
purely in terms of efficient causality, but it moves past the syllogistic framework that 
70 AT XIB.8/CSM I.182-183 
71 G II.37-38.31-1/C I.42 
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results in particular conclusions toward an ever-growing unified body of systemic 
knowledge for the purpose of changing the world. 
As Gaukroger points out, philosophers like Bacon, too, had serious contentions 
with the Aristotelian domination of thought and conceived of scientia in generally the same 
way, though of course there are major philosophical differences between the Early Modern 
thinkers, which we will studiously avoid engaging here. New science’s attack on Aristotle, 
and the counterattacks of the Peripatetic scholastic elites, framed a large part of the 
academic landscape of the century. The entire goal of scientia, as mentioned above, is not 
simply to know that something is the case through itself, but why it is the case, and what 
its necessary relationship must be to certain external forces such that we find the 
appropriate conditions for specific changes. Bacon, for instance, did not simply observe 
how various bodies naturally behaved when undisturbed by external influence, as Aristotle 
had. For Bacon, to gain practical knowledge of how things work, how they can be 
manipulated and reshaped, combined with other materials to form new products, etc., then 
so-called “violent” motion is necessary. Violent motions “include those unnatural 
processes produced by mechanical devices such as levers, pulleys and screws” and so on.72 
The spirit of mechanics, according to Bacon, is wrapped up in an enterprise consisting in 
extracting knowledge-why and knowledge-how, such that humanity can improve its 
situation on this earth and gain dominion over the natural realm. Instead of observing how 
things behave when they are left resting in their own way of being, the best way to obtain 
knowledge is by putting the scientific object in an unnatural state that isolates, for the 
observer, the specific forces acting upon that object. 
72 Gaukroger, “The Unity of Natural Philosophy and the End of Scientia,” 22. 
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I suggest thinking of Bacon’s idea in terms of the typical passive/active distinction, 
especially as we find it in Spinoza. On the one hand, things are passive insofar as they are 
determined to behave in certain ways by external forces. They are active insofar as they 
are the proximate cause of their own action. On the other hand, if something is active, and 
therefore the proximate cause of its own being, then it stands out in autonomous 
disconnection. For the purely active thing, there is no further, external reference to which 
to point for causal explanation, no transcendent force determining its behavior. For 
Spinoza, for instance, there is only one thing that is completely active in this way: 
substance, i.e., God. As such, God is the cause of his own existence; substance explains its 
own existence solely through itself. Everything else, however, is passive to one degree or 
another, and therefore dependent upon powers outside of itself for its existence (and the 
affection of its existence). This means that the explanation for anything’s behavior (other 
than substance) has to be causally exterior to the thing itself. The cause is itself the effect 
of something else, resulting in an infinite causal nexus amongst everything in reality. 
Bacon’s point, if taken with this Spinozian spin, is that the best way to understand the 
causal connection amongst things is to put them in abnormal, “violent” conditions that 
eliminate the illusion of their autonomy and instead elucidate the play of a precise force 
(or power) on that thing. In other words, for Bacon, it may be difficult to observe the precise 
nature of a thing’s causal dependence on others without experiments that isolates particular 
variables.73 A good experiment, then, reveals the cause of a particular thing’s behavior and 
73 This is not to suggest that Spinoza was much of an experimentalist, although there is evidence from the 
correspondence that he had conducted occasional experiments. Spinoza did not find experiment a highly 
valuable method for the acquisition of knowledge in many regards. The point is only to show a unifying, 
general conception of scientia between Spinoza and Bacon that at least distinguishes them from Aristotle 
and his followers. 
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can develop not only more systematic bodies of knowledge therefrom but use that 
knowledge for the purpose of creating the mechanisms and technologies that will reshape 
nature to the will of man. The experiment reveals the relationship that the thing, which in 
normal circumstances may appear autonomous or self-caused, has to external forces, thus 
placing it in a causal context. Scientia is understanding the causal context, as well as the 
relationship of things to their efficient causes. It is the key way of knowing in the 
progressive development of systems of knowledge for the accumulation of practical data. 
The connection between the geometrical method and scientia is relatively 
straightforward. The concept of scientia reflected an optimistic view of what could be 
known, how it should be known, and how that knowledge could be organized. The success 
of geometry (and mathematics generally) in explaining itself through such a standard, and 
its adaptability to greater clarity over time, was the already established real-world exemplar 
that lent credence to this new scientific optimism. Spinoza, more than any other thinker of 
his age, took scientia to its limits, using it as a standard for knowledge in all disciplines, 
particularly those of philosophy. Spinoza’s first known attempt at using the geometrical 
manner of presentation for non-mathematic study occurs in his commentary on Descartes, 
Parts I and II of Descartes’ Principles of Philosophy: Demonstrated in geometric manner 
(1663). In this commentary Spinoza systematically reconfigures Descartes’s Principles of 
Philosophy by presenting it in roughly the same way Descartes presents a sketch of his own 
philosophy in the reply to the second set of objections to the Meditations. In the 
introduction to this work, Spinoza’s good friend and acolyte, Lodewijk Meyer, makes clear 
both the Early Modern obsession with mathematical reasoning and the need for the 
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expansion of its methodological scope beyond the geometrical realm.74 Due to the 
perfection with which Meyer captures this spirit, I will quote him at length: 
No one who has even the most cursory acquaintance with the noble 
discipline of Mathematics will be able to doubt the things which are there 
called Definitions, Postulates, and Axioms, are of this kind. For Definitions 
are nothing but the clearest explanations of the words and terms by which 
the things to be discussed are designated; and Postulates and Axioms, or 
common Notions of the mind,75 are Propositions so clear and evident that 
no one can deny his assent to them provided only that has rightly understood 
the terms themselves.76 
Spinoza, according to Meyer, is a forerunner in the good work of bringing mathematical 
reasoning to philosophy, and as such, is “taking pity on the wretched plight” of the 
discipline.77 The value of writing philosophy in a geometrical manner is to bind 
philosophical principles to an “unshakeable truth,” to save it from the tireless bickering 
amongst authors with massive tomes filled with insufficient reason. In short, the 
geometrical standard could bring order and unity to the discipline, much as it brings order 
and unity to Spinoza’s system. Such was the hope, anyway, and one of the ongoing subplots 
of this essay regards Spinoza’s (in)ability to develop a thoroughgoing and consistent 
enactment of the geometrical presentation according to his own epistemological standards 
74 It should be noted that, while the 17th century does take geometric reasoning as a standard for science, few 
thinkers go as far as Spinoza (or Meyer) in seeing its application to things like metaphysics, ethics, and 
psychology. This is one of the many ways in which I think Jonathan I. Israel’s conception of Spinoza as the 
spearhead of “radical enlightenment” is spot on. It should also be noted that Meyer’s words are not Spinoza’s 
and so do not carry the same degree of authority regarding Spinoza’s own thought. However, Spinoza and 
Meyer did correspond regarding Meyer’s introduction, and the published version received Spinoza’s 
approval. 
75 The equivalence between axioms and common notions that Meyer points out here will be of interest in 
Chapters 3 & 4. 
76 G I.127.14-21/C I.225. 
77 G I.128.18/C I.225. 
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and presuppositions. We will see that Spinoza’s view that intuitive science characterizes 
the highest form of knowledge will be integral to his decision to implement geometrical 
order in his system. 
Before we proceed to this developmental and epistemological account in Chapter 
2, it will be useful to take a slightly more in-depth look at the epistemological innovations 
of three figureheads of early modern philosophy, each of which was an influence for 
Spinoza: Hobbes, Bacon, and Descartes. This, I think, will suffice in filling out the 
intellectual background necessary to approach Spinoza’s epistemology with a degree of 
contextual understanding. Though I hope to present Spinoza’s ideas according to their own 
merit, it is important to recognize that these ideas gestate in a particular philosophical 
climate and gain their sense in that atmosphere. 
1.4 MAJOR EARLY MODERN INFLUENCES 
Even if Spinoza is as “anomalous” as commentators like Negri claim, he is still 
inescapably a product of his time. Spinoza’s specific milieu, as is his philosophy, is 
radically dissimilar from that of any other major early modern figure. In that sense, he is 
an anomaly, and there is no other figure in all philosophy like him. As a Sephardic Jew 
raised in Amsterdam in the 17th century whose excommunication from his community saw 
him thrust into circles of Quakers, Collegiants, secularists, and subsequently into the wider 
European intellectual community of letters, Baruch (Bento, Benedict) Spinoza occupies a 
unique standpoint.78 Despite all this, Spinoza the philosopher is most strongly influenced 
78 I note the different forms of Spinoza’s first name to indicate this diversity of background. The Hebrew, 
Portuguese, and Latinized forms of this name each speak to his background and milieu. 
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by the major Early Modern figures of preceding generations. He takes up many of the 
logical, philosophical, and political issues laid out by these figures. Chief amongst them 
are Francis Bacon, Thomas Hobbes, and René Descartes, with the latter taking pride of 
place. In what follows I briefly sketch relevant elements of these influences for the 
methodological and epistemological inquiry at hand. 
1.4.1 FRANCIS BACON 
As we have already seen, English philosopher Francis Bacon was instrumental in 
turning the spirit of the modern age away from the contemplative metaphysics of 
Aristotelianism towards a practical, mechanistic approach to knowledge. The following 
continues Gaukroger’s account of Bacon’s criticism of Aristotle. It covers many of the 
essential points we have already outlined above, but does so with a spin that clarifies Bacon 
as a precursor to Spinoza: 
…if one is guided by a concern to pursue natural philosophy with a view to 
transforming nature for our benefit, [Aristotelean theory] will be wholly 
inadequate, because it will not deal, or will deal only peripherally, with 
those natural-philosophical questions than give natural philosophy its 
legitimacy as a worthwhile area of enquiry in the first place. Bacon 
distinguishes between understanding how things are made up and what they 
consist of, on the one hand, and by what force and in what manner they 
come together, and how they are transformed, on the other. It is the latter 
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that we must seek to understand, he argues, for this is what leads to the 
augmentation and amplification of human powers.79 
Bacon, still famous for his conception of knowledge as power, is definitely a forerunner to 
Spinoza in this regard. The latter’s conatus doctrine80 maintains as a fundamental 
metaphysical proposition that “Each thing, as far as it can by its own power, strives to 
preserve in its being” (3p6). As this doctrine develops throughout the Ethics, we find that 
humans strive for an endless increase in power, that is, the power of acting. As was 
skethced above, there is a deep connection between the concepts of power, joy, and 
knowledge in Spinozian philosophy. Bacon’s famous dictum, “knowledge is power” could 
just have easily and rightfully been uttered by Spinoza albeit with a different meaning. For 
Bacon, power is more directly concerned with the possibility of changing the natural 
environment for the sake of human ends. Spinoza’s take might very well see this ability as 
derivative of the more basic power achieved via scientia intuitiva. Although what any given 
philosopher, especially Spinoza, means by “power” might very well be contentious, two 
things are relatively certain for both Spinoza and Bacon. First, power is fundamentally 
related to practical action. Second, and following transitively therefrom, so is knowledge. 
Gone is the conception of ultimate knowledge as passive contemplation of divine 
machination undertaken in leisurely study. Instead, knowledge is for the transformation 
and enhancement of life on earth. Gone is the concern with the final causes of the natural 
79 Stephen Gaukroger, “The Unity of Natural Philosophy and the End of Scientia,” in Scientia in Early 
Modern Philosophy: Seventeenth-Century Thinkers on Demonstrative Knowledge from First Principles, ed. 
by Tom Sorell, G. A. J. Rogers, and Jill Kraye (Dordrecht: Springer, 2010), 23. Emphasis added. 
80 The conatus doctrine, or doctrine of striving, is a fundamental aspect of Spinoza’s account of human nature 
and a necessary foundational element for his ethical theory. It is also central to any inquiry into the essence 
of man for Spinoza. Though it only receives passing treatment in Chapter 4 of this essay, a complete account 
of its role in intuitive knowledge would make an important addition to research on Spinoza’s epistemology. 
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world or God. Instead, the only “final causes'' worthy of consideration are those constructed 
by humans in pursuit of some definite human end.81 
Additionally, though, we also see a similarity between Bacon and Spinoza 
regarding the way in which things can be understood beyond the ends for which 
understanding is employed. As Gaukroger points out, one can understand “how things are 
made up and what they consist of” but also “by what force and in what manner they come 
together, and how they are transformed.”82 The Aristotelian philosophy is quite capable of 
accommodating the former kind of understanding (on what things consist of), but it is the 
latter kind of understanding, that regarding how things are transformed, combined, and 
changed, which is the more valuable pursuit. In other words, a thing can be understood 
through itself and it can be understood in its relation to other things, especially human 
designs. Bacon and the new scientists believed that they were more equipped for this latter 
mode of understanding than the Peripatetics. 
Certainly, Spinoza’s metaphysics are amenable to this way of understanding, too. 
For Spinoza, there are three key ontological types: substances, attributes, and modes. The 
totality of reality is constituted by one substance, and the attributes are the ultimate 
expressions of its essence, e.g., thought and extension are attributes of substance, the only 
two of which human beings are intuitively aware. This leaves the mode. Modes are 
affection of substance and include every piece of furniture of the world,83 from human 
minds, to supernovas, to lawn chairs, to the idea of God. Since modes are simply affections 
or modifications of substance, and there is but one substance, understanding how 
81 For Spinoza, final causation is an illusory vestige of Aristotelianism. It is an unwarranted anthropomorphic 
projection on the true nature of causal reality. 
82 Ibid., 23. 
83 There are also such things as infinite modes, according to Spinoza, but that is immaterial at the moment. 
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transformation, disintegration, and (re)combination work in Spinoza is metaphysically 
simple, even if it his physics is sketchy and the actual practical undertaking of these 
transformations could be complex. Everything is part of one and the same thing, and so 
exists within an infinite causal arrangement with everything else. Though this is too weedy 
of an epistemological nexus to become entangled in here, later we will see also how 
Spinoza’s accounts of reason (ratio) and intuition (scientia intuitiva) reflect Bacon’s 
emphasis on the second form of understanding in the quote above.84 The essence of things, 
for Spinoza, on a certain level, consists in how they come together and how things are 
transformed, i.e., how they are benefited by entering into unions with certain things and 
damaged or destroyed by interaction with others. His psychological theory is largely an 
account of how this works for the human mind. 
Though Spinoza approaches subjects like human affect through this second form 
of understanding, whereas Bacon is more focused on machinery and natural phenomenon, 
the direction of their thought is of the same vein, and they are united in a rejection of 
Aristotelian explanation. The goal is transformation, growth, and empowerment, not 
sublime contemplation, though, again, contemplation and transformation are united in the 
final stages of knowledge, at least on my reading of Spinoza. I know of no parallel to this 
in Bacon. 
84 The two types of understanding that Gaukroger points to in Bacon also supplement Bacon’s emphasis on 
experimentation outlined in the previous section. The former kind of understanding may be useful for 
observing an object in repose, in isolation, or under the assumption that it is not being acted upon by external 
forces. The second form of understanding, which is the type necessary for practical action in the mechanical 
advancement of civilization, views the object in relationship with other forces, assessing the ways in which 
it transforms and enters into new arrangements with other bodies, etc. This, also, is an important element of 
Spinoza’s physics, briefly presented in Book II of the Ethics. I will maintain in Chapter 4 that this 
transformative capacity is also at the heart of intuitive knowledge, though in a less mechanical manner. 
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The literature on Spinoza and Bacon is thin.85 In Spinoza’s corpus, Bacon’s name 
is hardly mentioned, and when it is, as in the case of Ep. 2, Spinoza seems somewhat 
unfavorably disposed toward him. Responding to an inquiry from his longtime 
correspondent Henry Oldenburg, Spinoza mentions the important defects he finds in the 
philosophies of Descartes and Bacon: “The first and greatest error is that they have 
wandered so far from knowledge of the first cause and origin of things. Second, they did 
not know the true nature of the human Mind. Third, that they never grasped the true cause 
of error.”86 In two of these three criticisms Spinoza explicitly mentions “cause,” and the 
failure of Bacon and Descartes to grasp the fundamental causes of things.87 Already here, 
in this early letter from 1661, Spinoza’s thinking is deeply concerned with causation and 
distinguishing himself from his peers in the early modern pantheon along those lines. This 
is important, not only for his relationship to Hobbes, which we will see momentarily, but 
also his understanding of ratio and scientia intuitiva. Understanding cause (be it proximate, 
efficient, substantial, etc.) is absolutely essential, in the Spinozian universe, for 
participation in the highest of human knowledge and good. Though Bacon is heading in 
the right direction concerning how one ought to search for appropriate causation—outside 
of his metaphysically misguided emphasis on experimentation—Spinoza thinks that he is 
on the wrong course, in large part because, like Descartes, his misunderstand the first 
causes of things. This criticism shows Spinoza’s emphasis on the importance of first 
principles, a subject we will return to in Chapter 2 regarding the establishment of the 
85 See, for example, Jo Van Cauter, “Wisdom as a Meditation on Life: Spinoza on Bacon and Civil History,” 
British Journal for the History of Philosophy, Vol. 24, Issue 1 (2016), 88-110. 
86 G IV.8.20-24/C I.167. 
87 For Spinoza this first cause is God, the one substance in which all reality consists. The role of God as 
cause, especially insofar as it influences the progression of method and intuitive knowledge, will be 
thoroughly explored in Chapters 3-4. 
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geometrical method’s definitions and axioms. As we will see, these three criticisms are 
interrelated. A misunderstanding of the nature of the human mind is bound to follow from 
ignorance of the first cause of things. The failure to grasp the cause of error, the third 
criticism, is a failure to understand the sign of truth, a topic we will explore in-depth with 
Spinoza’s Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect in Chapter 3. 
Despite these criticisms, which are also of Descartes, whose praises Spinoza 
elsewhere sings, Spinoza takes the Baconian framing of philosophical issues (like its 
practical import, the primacy of first causes, and the necessity of systematic science), very 
seriously. He even adopts the strange phrase “experientia vaga” from Bacon’s Novum 
Organon to refer to haphazard experience by sense-perception.88 
The most important conceptual and philosophical differences between Spinoza 
and Bacon, like Spinoza and Descartes, are against a background of baseline agreement: a 
new science is necessary, the scholastic and Aristotelian manner of philosophical inquiry 
is deeply flawed and unsalvageable, and practical action is the unsurpassable goal of 
inquiry.89 Spinoza seems to understand, though, in a way Bacon did not, that when we gain 
knowledge of the transformation of things, we also transform our minds. 
1.4.2 THOMAS HOBBES 
Another 17th century philosophical leviathan, Thomas Hobbes, was also a major 
influence for Spinoza, and one whose life and works overlapped with his own significantly. 
88 Richard Manning, “Spinoza’s Physical Theory,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2016 
Edition). 
89 Though, of course we will see that for Spinoza, the often divisive distinction between philosophy as 
participation in timeless contemplation and philosophy as a tool for practical, life-changing action is 
misleading. The eventually ontological entwinement of intellectual and practical pursuit prove this. 
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It is no secret that Spinoza was deeply interested in this English political theorist and 
general man of letters. The literature on this influence normally emphasizes the ethico- 
political philosophy that Hobbes’s treatise like Leviathan and De Cive had on Spinoza’s 
Tractatus Theologico-Politicus (1670) and the unfinished manuscript, Tractatus Politicus. 
There is no question that Spinoza inherits a lot from Hobbes in his late stage political 
theorization,90 but this is not the whole story. Spinoza also shares with Hobbes certain 
epistemological foundations, especially as regards causation and the primacy of the 
efficient cause. 
According to a much-cited passage in John Aubrey’s Brief Lives, a middle-age 
Hobbes began a love affair with geometry after stumbling across Euclid’s Elements when 
visiting an acquaintance. Hobbes, reading a random selection from the book, happens upon 
a proposition that at, first strikes, him as preposterous. Wanting to know how Euclid could 
justify such a claim, he follows references in the proof of the proposition back to the cited 
propositions. These propositions refer to others, and so on and so forth. Eventually, Hobbes 
finds himself at the beginning of the book, reviewing the first principles, i.e., the axioms 
and definitions, that kick start the entire mathematical inquiry. When he did so, he was 
struck by the force of the argument, the sense of compulsory assent required of anyone 
who follows the full proof and detects no flaw in the reasoning process. What had seemed 
so obviously impossible on first impression was revealed to be absolutely, necessarily true. 
From then on, so the story goes, Hobbes took geometry as the ultimate standard for scientia. 
For Hobbes, geometry was the lone science so far established as science in his day. 
No other field of inquiry could match its claim to certainty or truth. Curiously, Hobbes 
90 This is well-presented by Curley, for instance, in his short, accessible volume, Behind the Geometrical 
Method (1988). 
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hoped to add politics to the realm of established sciences, granting it the same axiomatic 
precision as geometry. He maintained the idiosyncratic belief that politics is the only other 
field of enquiry that has any chance of such development, thus becoming political science. 
In this regard he is wildly different from Spinoza, who, as usual, seems to follow the 
rationalist approach to its logical conclusion, a degree of entailment unsupported by his 
peers. Spinoza took ethics, metaphysics, and psychology as potential sciences, as well. The 
two great thinkers are united in their fascination with geometry, though. Geometry, Hobbes 
claims in On the Citizen, one of his many treatises on political philosophy, is the greatest 
blessing bestowed on man in the course of human development: 
The geometers have managed their province outstandingly. For whatever 
benefit comes to human life from observation of the stars, from mapping of 
lands, from reckoning of time and from long-distance navigation; whatever 
is beautiful in buildings, strong in defense-works, and marvelous in 
machines, whatever in short distinguishes the modern world from the 
barbarity of the past, is almost wholly the gift of Geometry.91 
Clearly, then, Hobbes thought that geometry is of utmost practical benefit. Its benefits in 
worldly affairs, though, is not what grounds geometry as a science above all others.92 Its 
proper claim to universal science is guaranteed by the deductive nature through which it 
establishes its truths. Douglas Jesseph, in his article, “Hobbes and the method of natural 
science,” points out two characteristics of geometry that elevate it (for Hobbes) above all 
91 Thomas Hobbes, On the Citizen, ed. Richard Tuck and Michael Silverthorne (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2005), 4. 
92 However, that is in no way to downplay the value of the benefits Hobbes has just emphasized. In this way, 
Hobbes shares with Bacon and Spinoza (and Descartes) a high estimation of geometry because of its ability 
to contribute practically to human life and understanding. In fact, I would say, on the road to the Spinozian 
insight into the unity of knowledge and blessedness, that the practical benefit bestowed on human life by a 
certain science is interwoven with the amount of theoretical progress made in that science. 
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other disciplines of human inquiry. The first characteristic regards the clarity and precision 
with which geometrical terms are defined and explicated. As Descartes and the young 
Spinoza would agree, the truths of geometry, when understood deductively, are “clear and 
distinct.”93 Euclid’s Elements are a prime example of this precision. Definitions are 
explicitly stated at the outset of each book, just like Spinoza’s Ethics, and then referred to 
consistently throughout the following propositions. The second basis for geometry’s 
triumph, according to Hobbes, is the fact that the causes of geometrical truths are fully 
known to the geometrician.94 In other words, the method of geometry reigns supreme 
because geometrical objects are known completely through a knowledge of their causes. 
This primacy of the importance of the knowledge of causes is nothing new. It’s something 
that is asserted even in Aristotle. What’s different about the causes of geometrical 
proposition, though, is that they permit being known in their entirety. Geometricians, then, 
can demonstrate with irrefutable certainty and completeness how a given proposition 
follows necessarily from its causes and that the knowledge of the effect is knowledge of its 
causal history. 
In Leviathan, Hobbes expresses the view that there are two fundamental types of 
knowledge: absolute and conditional.95 Although absolute knowledge may sound superior, 
especially to the post-Hegelian ear, the higher form of knowledge, to which a philosopher 
to ought aspire, is conditional knowledge. Whereas absolute knowledge is garnered from 
93 Spinoza makes little use of the categories of clarity and distinctness in the Ethics, opting instead for a focus 
on adequacy. I will briefly try to explain why in Chapter 4 when working through the definition of scientia 
intuitiva. 
94 Spinoza, in Ep. 83, responding to an inquiry from Tschirnhaus, provides an intriguing account of the 
difference between mathematical entities and real things in relation to the completeness with which they can 
be known through their cause. 
95 Here I am once again indebted to Jesseph, this from his article, “Scientia in Hobbes” (2010). 
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sensation and memory, and is of prudential value, it is conditional knowledge that brings 
the seeker of truth to science. Conditional knowledge is knowledge of the causes, or 
conditions, that connect propositions or affirmations with each other. Conditional 
knowledge, then, roughly corresponds to the second and (maybe) third kinds of knowledge 
for Spinoza: reason and intuition. Absolute knowledge, on the other hand, corresponds to 
Spinozian imagination as it functions in various forms. “Hobbes’s approach to 
epistemology,” Jesseph writes, “is dominated by the notion that true knowledge is based 
on causes, so that to understand something is to be able to explain how it was produced.”96 
For Hobbes, causation is mechanical causation. In a story that is beginning to sound 
familiar, the classic Aristotelian causal scheme is thrown out the window and efficient, 
mechanical causation becomes the one true standard for scientia. 
Hobbesian “conditional causation” is the sort of knowledge that qualifies as 
knowledge of the essence of things in Spinoza, though it seems to correspond more to the 
discursive process of reason than the insight of scientia intuitiva. The further insights of 
the third kind of knowledge, above and beyond ratio, signify a ground un-tread by Hobbes. 
It is also operates via “conditional causation” in the sense understood by Hobbes, but it 
takes that knowledge as knowledge of God as an immanent cause in all things. 
Nevertheless, Hobbes and Spinoza may have formed something of a spiritual pair 
in their love of geometry, emphasis on genetic definition for true knowledge, radical 
political visions, and willingness to defy convention with their metaphysical views, even 
if these significantly diverge. Both wrote wildly controversial works and were known for 
their challenging views and the hostility their ideas inspired. Hobbes, infamous for the 
96 118. 
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audaciousness of his own Leviathan, is reported to have claimed, upon reading Spinoza’s 
Tractatus Theologico-Politicus, that he dare not write so boldly. Perhaps Spinoza’s 
conception of scientia intuitiva, missing in Hobbes’s epistemology, is an indication that 
the latter dared not think so boldly either. 
1.4.3 RENÉ DESCARTES 
The philosopher of the 17th century, and of Spinoza’s mature intellectual life, is 
René Descartes. At the time that Spinoza was coming of age, the lines of intellectual life 
in Dutch universities were drawn around the question of Descartes.97 Whether adored or 
reviled, Cartesian philosophy dictated the discourse. Spinoza was unquestionably 
influenced by this academic climate, and his study of Descartes is one of the most essential, 
if not the most essential, influence in his overall development, so much so that the only 
non-posthumous published work of Spinoza’s on which he deigned to put his name is the 
aforementioned commentary on Descartes’s Principles of Philosophy. It should be noted 
that even here, in an ostensible commentary, Spinoza reformulates Descartes’s views in 
geometrical order, which as Meyer notes in his introduction to the commentary, amounts 
to a synthetic reformulation of Descartes’s analytic approach.98 Descartes is also the only 
philosopher Spinoza mentions by name in the entirety of the Ethics, which signifies his 
preeminence as philosophical interlocutor for Spinoza.99 This was the philosopher of the 
97 For a great account of this historical-philosophical moment, see Jonathan I. Israel’s magisterial Radical 
Enlightenment: Philosophy and the Making of Modernity (1650-1750) (2001). 
98 The analytic/synthetic distinction, elaborated by Descartes in his replies to the objections to the 
Meditation will receive sustained treatment and analysis at the end of Chapter 3. 
99 The austere and mathematical garb of the Ethics gives it the veneer of a timeless object, as if it were totally 
disconnected from the milieu of its generation. Its occasional and direct confrontation with Cartesianism in 
prefaces and scholia is one of the only aspects of the book that breaks this façade. If anything, Spinoza’s 
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day. To engage with this philosophy most directly, and to challenge it so significantly while 
accepting its general tenor for philosophical development, shows Spinoza’s confidence and 
modernity. To my mind, Descartes is not only preeminent amongst philosophers in 
Spinoza’s development, despite how radically he departs from numerous Cartesian 
doctrines, but is the fundamental target of many of Spinoza’s most advanced metaphysical 
theories. To move philosophy forward was to engage with Descartes. 
The effects of Cartesianism on Spinoza are myriad and will come up time and time 
again as the essay progresses, so I will not belabor the point here.100 Much of Spinoza’s 
terminology is borrowed from Descartes. The problems to which Spinoza seeks resolution 
are often set by Descartes. The theory of the passions that Descartes presents in his 
Passions of the Soul, a revolutionary (if deeply flawed) naturalistic account, gave Spinoza 
a launching point for his own, even more original and thoroughgoing naturalistic account. 
Cartesian influence can be found in every nook and cranny of the Ethics. Here, though, I 
only want to emphasize the influence Descartes’s scientia had on Spinoza’s own theory of 
knowledge. Once again, Sorell puts it well: 
What Spinoza called scientia intuitiva owes something to scientia in 
Descartes’s sense. In Descartes, scientia begins with knowledge of God and 
his attributes, and knowledge of matter and mind is ‘deduced’ from that— 
willingness to break the aesthetic unity of the work shows that his indebtedness to Descartes and the 
presumption that Cartesian philosophy ruled the day (and was, coincidentally, the only philosophy deserving 
of revision and criticism). 
100 It is my view that the importance of Descartes in a study of Spinoza far eclipses that of Hobbes, Bacon, 
Maimonides, or anyone else. For a worthy study on this see Nyden-Bullock’s Spinoza’s Radical Cartesian 
Mind (2007). Nyden-Bullock divides Spinoza’s epistemological development into three stages: the early, the 
transitional, and the mature. The early stage is characterized by the Cartesianism expressed in PPC and MT. 
Since much of what Spinoza does in this “early” stage is recapitulate Descartes, I question whether or not we 
can truly attribute this work to Spinoza’s personal epistemological development, especially when Meyer 
makes explicit in his preface that Spinoza does not want the views expressed in PPC taken as his own. Still, 
it’s clear that Spinoza grappled seriously with many Cartesian ideas. 
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in the sense of being arrived at in a mental process that introduces no 
unclarity and that begins with a grasp of God’s nature. In Spinoza, not only 
knowledge of matter and mind in general but the essences of particular 
things—finite modes—comes from knowledge of the essence of God.101 
This latter knowledge of particulars is a major aspect of Spinoza’s scientia intuitiva, and if 
Sorrell is right here, this kind of knowledge, though unique to Spinoza, is largely indebted 
to its Cartesian precursor. In this way, Spinoza shows an even closer kinship with Descartes 
that Hobbes. To know something is not only to know its proximate cause, but to know the 
ultimate source of the proximate cause in all things. The importance of God as the 
primordial (and proximate) source of knowledge should never be underestimated. 
Spinoza’s third kind of knowledge, which leads to the greatest state of human blessedness, 
is deeply connected to knowledge of God as cause of all thing. Descartes’s early attempts 
in the Meditations foreshadows Spinoza’s radical take on the thesis. Their differences, as 
we will see, may be more attributable to methodology than one may originally think. 
Whereas Descartes’s analytic method takes him from knowledge of the self to knowledge 
of God (which is logically the prior and more fundamental being), Spinoza’s synthetic 
method begins (more or less) with God. The self, or finite human mind, has a much 
different place in the universe when seen from the perspective afforded by this method. 
One further object of study in this essay, explored most considerably in Chapter 3, is the 
influence of Cartesian method on Spinoza. The so-called “analytic” method, which Spinoza 
abandons in the Ethics for the geometrical/synthetic method, has more value for the young 
Spinoza than is generally accredited. The greatest revelation of engagement with Spinoza’s 
early works, especially insofar as he adopts so many Cartesian resources, is that his original 
101 Sorell, “Introduction” (2010), xi. 
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and most fundamental divergence from Descartes is not epistemological, metaphysical, or 
methodological. It is ethical. We will discuss this in the following chapter. 
1.5 THE MAKING OF SPINOZA’S EPISTEMOLOGY 
While these three towers of Early Modern philosophy were all hugely influential 
for Spinoza, especially Descartes, any overarching historical account of Spinoza’s 
influences would have to make mention of his Sephardic Jewish upbringing, his youthful 
affiliations with Collegiant and Quaker activists, his training in Latin literature with van 
den Enden, and the liberal, democratic circles of which he was an active member in later 
life. Each has a necessary role to play in any complete, holistic account of Spinoza’s 
intellectual influence and personal development.102 No intellectual biography of Spinoza 
will bear much fruit without them. For our purposes, though, much of this is irrelevant. 
This is not a complete—hardly even partial—intellectual biography. This document 
focuses solely on a particular moment of intellectual maturation regarding Spinoza’s 
methodology and epistemology, as well as the effect of that epistemology on his ethics, 
including the generation of his ethics out of his epistemology. For such a project, the other 
pillars of Early Modern philosophy are the most essential interlocutors, Descartes more 
than any others, whose similarities and differences with Spinoza will be an active and 
consistent subplot of the essay. 
102 Steven Nadler’s biography, Spinoza: A Life (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999) provides a 
great, extended, English overview of each of these influences in Spinoza’s life, especially the Amsterdam 
Sephardic community of the adolescent Spinoza. 
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Even so, this essay is fundamentally about internal developments in Spinozian 
philosophy. Historical and philosophical influences are thematized where relevant, but this 
is not primarily a study of Spinoza’s relationship to Descartes, Hobbes, Bacon, van den 
Enden, or any other figure. Predominantly, this is a study of the relationship between the 
mature epistemological Spinoza and the “young” epistemological Spinoza. In short, it is 
the study of the epistemological and methodological maturation of a solitary philosopher, 
an analysis of internal development. This maturation does not take account of the 
biographical contingencies of Spinoza’s life or the historical events that may (or may not 
have) prompted or stalled Spinoza’s thinking on any given subject. For this project, the 
rising intellectual tides of the 17th century are most important simply for the development 
of scientia, which, in my estimation, plays a very significant background role in Spinoza’s 
conceptions of scientia intuitiva and ratio, integral aspects of the positive accounts of 
epistemology and ethics for Spinoza. The new science, the reaction against Peripatetic 
scholasticism, and the (relatively) freethinking atmosphere in Holland, all contributed to a 
general intellectual atmosphere in the 1650’s and 1660’s, one that provided Spinoza with 
the necessary resources for constructing the Ethics as he did. This is simply an aid for 
understanding what Spinoza means when he uses the phrase “scientia intuitiva,” which is 
something very different than what might be assumed without this context. 
In this essay I am concerned primarily with the form, method, and theory of 
knowledge in Spinoza’s philosophy, paying special attention to the kinds of knowledge. 
Spinoza’s geometrical method, the various kinds of knowledge, the account of causation, 
the naturalism, and standards for truth are all reflections (and radicalizations) of the 
emergent scientific and philosophical standards flourishing in the aftermath of Bacon, 
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Descartes, Gassendi, Hobbes, and a myriad of lesser known figures. Despite all this, 
Spinoza is far more than the sum of his parts. He is easily one of the most original and 
influential thinkers in the history of Western philosophy.103 There is plenty of material 
within the text itself to animate a lively philosophical discussion of key Spinozian concepts. 
As such, this essay treats Spinoza’s system as a living philosophical approach, not as an 
artifact of philosophical history except insofar as it elucidates particular meanings. 
1.6 PROJECT OVERVIEW 
In Chapters 2-3 I develop an account of Spinoza’s earliest attempts at epistemology, 
making great use of the Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect (TIE), so much so that 
the bulk of this essay evolves into an extended commentary on this work. Over the course 
of these two chapters I thoroughly engage with almost every central aspect of the TIE in 
order to provide an overarching account of the generation of Spinoza’s methodology. I 
conceive of the TIE, flaws and all, as the bumpy road to the Ethics, one that requires an 
inquiry into concepts taken as known at the outset of the geometrical method in the Ethics. 
Though the exegesis will cover many aspects of his theory of knowledge, special attention 
will be paid to the four kinds of knowledge (cognition) presented therein. This is because 
of the importance they play in the developed account of the three kinds of knowledge 
(loosely equivalent to the four from TIE) presented in the Ethics. These kinds of 
knowledge, or “modes of perception” are of central importance for his ethics. The highest 
form, scientia intuitiva, is of ultimate important at the pinnacle of Book V of the Ethics. 
103 This is all simply to say that there is absolutely no shortage of work to do on Spinoza within the confines 
of Spinoza’s own oeuvre and some essential recent scholarship. 
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Chapters 2-3, “Emending the Intellect” and “Building a Method,” provide us with the tools 
to understand the nature of knowledge and ethics in the Ethics in a new light. 
In Chapter 4, I reengage the question of method at some length, following the 
complete assessment of the TIE. Then, I discuss the three kinds of knowledge presented in 
the Ethics. I will show the ways in which Spinoza deals with the problems regarding the 
kinds of knowledge as presented in TIE by emphasizing the subtle—and not so subtle— 
changes in his views, especially as regards ratio. I will also outline various aspects of 
Spinoza’s account of reason (ratio), like his theory of common notions, to show 1.) how 
they are updated from the TIE and KV and 2.) how they function as general epistemological 
principles that guide the development and unfolding of the geometrical method. 
This final chapter also covers the most mysterious and contentious aspect of 
Spinoza’s entire theory of knowledge: scientia intuitiva. Here I investigate ways in which 
this kind of knowledge is differently understood in the Ethics than in earlier works, how it 
is only dubiously parasitic on ratio, and, most importantly, how it is linked to the 
good/blessed life. The overarching thesis of the essay, i.e., that Spinoza’s maturation 
unpacks an ever-intensifying intellectualization of ethics finding its apogee in the total 
ontological entanglement of knowledge and blessedness via the creative embodiment of 
divine activity, will be fully presented here. At this point, I turn my attention to Book II 
and Book V of Ethics in which Spinoza presents his accounts of the mind and ethical theory 
respectively. I draw general conclusions regarding the reality of scientia intuitiva, and the 
unity of epistemology and ethics, through an account of the perceptive recognition of God’s 
action for the intuitive knower.104 
104 In a later, perhaps even more belabored and technical study, I hope to clarify the notion of a foundational 
geometrical ontology, which I find at work in the Ethics. I see this ontology both as evoked by, and evocative 
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Beyond this, there is an epilogue reflecting on the question of Spinoza’s 
systematicity and the role of the Ethics therein. This is an attempt to unpack the place of 
the TIE, the Ethics, and Spinoza’s political works, within an overarching systematic project 
never fully developed or organized during Spinoza’s lifetime. This epilogue indicates how 
Spinoza’s intellectualized ethics, especially as we understand it at the end of Chapter 4, 
functions as a passage to political inquiry, which consistently occupied Spinoza in his later 
years. 
But this is where we begin, with a systematic exegetical approach aimed at 
uncovering Spinoza’s developing theory of knowledge in his early and unpublished 
writings. Special and consistent attention will be provided to the Treatise on the 
Emendation of the Intellect, for reasons that will subsequently be clarified. Most of the 
essay henceforth will deal with issues regarding the internal development of Spinozian 
epistemology through its most mature formulations in Parts II and V of Ethics. The goal, 
again, is to trace the development of ontological entanglement in Spinoza’s ethics and 
epistemology by recounting his theory of knowledge, the event of his geometrical method, 
and its ever-present linkage to the good life. All of this will culminate in an interpretation 
of intuitive knowledge that emphasizes embodiment, creativity, and receptivity to the 
divine. 
of, the geometric method, the mature notion of ratio, and the central monistic vision of reality. The purpose 
of this work would be to supplement the intuitive vision proffered by Spinoza and developed herein by a 
formal ontological science of the essences of distinct elements of Spinoza’s metaphysics. I am unsure at this 
point of the viability of this proposed project. It is certainly not the project of the current essay, which is more 
fundamentally concerned with restoring the visionary, intuitive, and creative elements of Spinoza’s 
philosophy to the discourse on his system. 
57 
CHAPTER TWO: 
EMENDING THE INTELLECT 
I would like to ask you urgently, indeed I entreat and request you by our friendship, to be 
willing to pursue serious work energetically and with true enthusiasm, and to be willing to 
devote the better part of your life to the cultivation of your intellect and soul. You must do 
this now, while there is time, before you complain of the passage of time, indeed the 
passage of yourself.1 
2.1 INTRODUCTION 
Over the course of this chapter I present a developmental account of Spinoza’s 
epistemology, method, and ethics in his early and unpublished writings. The heavy focus 
is placed on the TIE and the modes of perception presented therein. The goal is to show 
how Spinoza’s philosophy matures from an initial practical impetus to the institution of a 
philosophical method and, eventually, to the geometrical insight that formats his most 
developed aspect of systematic philosophy, Ethica. Only the first leg of this endeavor will 
be covered in this chapter, the rest of which will be developed in the remainder of the essay. 
The general thesis of this chapter suggests that Spinoza’s theory of knowledge, style of 
presentation, and ethical doctrines become more deeply ontologically entwined as his 
system matures, but also, and more pertinently, how fundamental epistemological and 
metaphysical concepts are generated from an intensive commitment to rigorous 
philosophical method. I also hope to show, though, that the earliest accounts of Spinoza’s 
philosophy already show signs of what I will call ontological entanglement, that is, the 
connection and unification of ideas in a logically prior ontological foundation. The 
1 G IV.162-163.25-2/C I.396 
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specifically entangled objects I am investigating are objects of the study of knowledge and 
objects of ethics but they have their roots in knowledge of God.2 I hope to unpack the 
meaning of this “ontological entanglement” as the essay progresses. This will be developed 
further in Chapter 4 wherein I present an account of intuitive knowledge in the Ethics and 
use this account to outline a fundamental visionary insight guiding Spinoza’s systematic 
philosophical maturation. First and foremost, it is necessary to provide sustained exegesis 
and analysis of the TIE in order to understand the creation of Spinoza’s most basic 
concepts. This will be the main business of this chapter and Chapter 3. 
In the unpublished early work, Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect (TIE), 
for instance, a text to which we will turn imminently, Spinoza already assumes a strong 
link between knowledge and everlasting joy, the latter functioning as a moral ideal. In fact, 
such a link is foundational to the nature of philosophy for Spinoza. So far as the written 
record is concerned, by the time the young Spinoza first entertains his stylized need for 
philosophical therapy (by setting pen to paper), he has no question as to the value of 
knowledge. The pursuit of truth is assumed as the only viable option in a world in which 
riches, pleasures, and honors (unfortunately) rule the day. In short, Spinoza’s philosophical 
development commences with the bond between knowledge and goodness, a bond that 
catapults his philosophy upward. The link is present in the origins of Spinoza (qua 
philosopher) and is one thread, among several, that unifies his complete body of work.3 
2 As Spinoza’s philosophy progresses, the way in which God is known undergoes substantial revision. This 
will be indicated consistently as the essay advances. 
3 Just to reiterate, there is no question of the emergence of the importance of epistemology at some point in 
Spinoza’s development. This is an original, elemental aspect of Spinoza. The issue is, rather, of the evolution 
and enrichment of this importance (that is, its practical value) as Spinoza’s philosophy matures. 
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However, the connection between knowledge and goodness, their ontological 
entanglement, is not, I claim, complete or “fulfilled” (intuited, one might say) until Ethica.4 
Although a defense of this thesis requires a detailed analysis of the progression of 
Spinoza’s specific epistemological doctrines, which will occur below, note the following 
central claim: whereas the earlier conceptions of the connection between knowledge and 
ethics take knowledge as a necessary ingredient for the good life, perhaps the most 
essential, knowledge is still of purely instrumental value. However, by the Ethics, 
knowledge (of the highest sort) is goodness, virtue, blessedness, etc. In other words, for 
the “young” Spinoza knowledge is a means to an end: the good life. Later, knowledge is 
revealed to be precisely that to which it was considered an end: blessedness (the good life.)5 
This links us to the fundamental claim opening the first chapter, i.e., that Spinoza is 
primarily a practical philosopher, especially from the perspective of motivation. However, 
as Spinoza’s philosophy develops into a grand monist vision of reality, knowledge and 
virtue (intuition and power) forge an ever tightening bond. In the Ethics, the sense of any 
division between the practical and theoretical sides of philosophy, a distinction often 
dogmatically assumed in modern philosophy, is completely lost. On the one hand, 
philosophy is not merely a therapy or refuge from the triviality, meanness, and decadence 
of modern life. Nor, on the other hand, is life merely the proving ground of philosophical 
truth, a space for the application of moral theory, the attempt to reach a hypostatized formal 
ideal.6 Spinoza forges a path to a third legitimate option: practical experience and 
4 One necessary condition for this “fulfillment,” I claim, is the application of the geometrical, or synthetic, 
method. This thesis will be developed in the following chapter. 
5 Though this is not the place to go into detailed analysis of Spinoza’s kinds of knowledge, I should note that 
knowledge and blessedness only co-mingled in knowledge of a special kind: scientia intuitiva. 
6 If one were so inclined, it would be easy to find both tendencies, in the opening pages of TIE, where 
Spinoza’s personality is most fully (and uniquely) on display. The sense of “philosophy as therapy” is 
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theoretical reflection, much like thought and extension, the attributes in which humans 
participate, are simply two sides of one and the same reality. I call this the Unitarian View 
and claim that Spinoza is a unitarian with regard to knowledge and virtue. Philosophically, 
one does not take precedence over the other.7 Knowledge is not ontologically prior to virtue 
nor vice versa. The TIE and the Short Treatise on God, Man, and His Well-Being (KV), 
another early essay analyzed in this chapter, are not yet examples of the unitarian position, 
but they are important steps toward this philosophical standpoint.8 By the end of the essay, 
after an extended engagement with the relevant portions of the Ethics, I hope to show that 
Spinoza realizes this unitarian position of ontological entanglement, and to make clear and 
present how he arrives there, namely, through scientia intuitiva. 
Spinoza rarely condescends to imaginative analogy, but perhaps this example from 
Descartes’s Discourse on the Method will help clarify the thesis of ontological 
entanglement: “Now a painter cannot represent all the different sides of a solid body 
equally well on his flat canvas, and so he chooses one of the principal ones, sets it facing 
the light, and shades the others so as to make them stand out only when viewed from the 
apparent in the opening passages in which Spinoza takes the quest for knowledge as a place to gain the purest 
of joys. Philosophy functions as a gateway to knowledge and love of “the union that the mind has with the 
whole of nature” (G II.8. 26-27/ C I.11). On the other hand, one can also see Spinoza’s tendency to take 
philosophy as a means by which one reaches the longed for ideal of self-actualization: “…man conceives a 
human nature much stronger and more enduring than his own…he is spurred to seek means that will lead 
him to such a perfection” (G II.8.19-22/C I.10). Both tendencies, though, are far from absolute and are 
“synthesized” or “sublated” under the unitarian position, that is, the view regarding the complete ontological 
entanglement of the theoretical and the practical. Any reading, I claim, that takes Spinoza as a philosopher 
of therapy or a philosopher of trial (i.e., one who conceives of life as a space for realizing moral and 
intellectual fulfillment) is one-sided. 
7 Certainly, as living human beings for whom philosophy has existential import, we might justly, and with 
Spinoza, give practicality precedence over theory. The point is simply that from the perspective of the theory 
itself knowledge and virtue are simultaneous moments of one and the same event taken in different senses. 
8 It should be noted that the philosophical production of the unity of knowledge and virtue is not the 
rectification of previously disparate kinds, like facts and values, but rather the realist recognition of a 
logical truth. 
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perspective of the chosen side.”9 In context, this is Descartes’s attempt to justify the 
presentation of such a limited degree of supposed knowledge on the material world during 
his discussion on method: to do otherwise would be gratuitous. One well-chosen example, 
he maintains, should be enough to get the job done. Like the painting, it presents the chosen 
material clearly and accurately, and with just a slight shift in perspective, the student can 
also glean related subject matter, especially as it connects with that which stands in relief. 
Therefore, if Descartes chooses light as his example, it does not take much additional 
inference (so he claims) to learn something about Descartes’s views on the Sun, stars, 
planets, etc. All the while, Descartes is able to cautiously avoid scientific and philosophical 
controversies regarding his other views, many of which he finds prudent to suspend from 
publication. The trick for the systematic thinker, especially one with a monistic, 
immanentist vision like Spinoza, is to integrate all these various sides of the object into a 
unified sculpture. Unlike the painter, the sculptor presents every side of the body with equal 
clarity and detail, allowing for every perspective to share in an unbroken whole. It is not 
only the case that any side of a sculpture can be reasonably inferred from any given 
perspective. It is also the case that the attentive audience can (in some cases) 
circumnavigate the piece, assess its various parts, and reach an understanding of how these 
aspects of the sculpture interrelate, thereby forming a whole.10 Obviously, though, any 
finite viewer of a sculpture must bear a specific standpoint that brings with it a specific 
perspective on the artwork. One cannot stand face-to-face with Mary in Michelangelo’s 
Pietà and simultaneously at its profile. The same can be said of the reader of Spinoza. 
9 AT VI.41-42/CSM I.132 
10 Of course, this is not meant as a phenomenological account of any actual observation of a sculpture. Such 
an experience would, in all likelihood, look nothing like that described here, except, perhaps, in the case of 
an art student. 
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Reading through the Ethics requires an engagement with an ontological argument for God 
long before reaching the taxonomy of human affects.11 One does not read Part I and Part II 
concurrently but in succession. The task of the reader of the Ethics is to understand things 
sub specie aeternitatis (under the aspect of eternity) but to do so from a finite position 
subject to the passage of time. The purpose of this example is to show that from an entry 
point into Spinoza’s system, be it epistemological, metaphysical, ethical, or otherwise, the 
remainder of the system, at least in outline (or profile, if you will) should be inferrable. 
This is one aspect of the thesis of ontological entanglement. Our focus will be 
methodological/epistemological. 
The goal in this essay is to understand the relations between ethics, method, and the 
theory of knowledge first by showing the ethical need for the emendation of the 
intellect/mind. I hope to elucidate his ethical theory, and something of the general spirit of 
Spinoza’s philosophy, from the perspective of his epistemology, especially its 
development.12 Therefore, and without further ado, I will follow the thread of his theory of 
knowledge, from the original call to purify the intellect in TIE to Amor Dei intellectualis 
in the closing pages of Ethics. 
2.2 A PROLOGUE TO PHILOSOPHY: DESCARTES, SPINOZA, AND THE 
MOTIVATION OF SCIENCE 
11 Perhaps an important disanalogy that does not hold for some sculptors is that some perspectives in Spinoza, 
like the metaphysical, hold an epistemic privilege, which is to say that such a perspective entails knowledge 
fundamental to knowledge (particularly scientia intuitiva) of other sorts, e.g., knowledge of the essence of 
God is a prerequisite for knowledge of the intellectual love of God. 
12 Presumably, while this project is valuable, it has its limits. The same should hold for Spinoza’s 
metaphysics, etc. Complete understanding of Spinoza’s ethics seems inconceivable—in a way—without a 
reasonable grasp on his metaphysics. 
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As has already been noted, it is difficult to understate the importance of Descartes 
for Spinoza. But for all their similarities, some of which will be drawn on shortly, their 
personalities, philosophical motivations, and (most importantly) their metaphysical 
doctrines, are radically different. Before Spinoza’s adopted the geometrical method, in 
which he writes his most famous work, Spinoza’s early prose shows an indebtedness to 
Descartes’s colloquial, inviting, personal, and idiosyncratic style of philosophizing as is 
displayed in Meditations on First Philosophy and Discourse on the Method. The opening 
passages of Descartes’s Meditations and Spinoza’s Treatise on the Emendation of the 
Intellect, are both famous (by the standard of the early modern philosophical document, 
anyway). In tandem, they reveal Spinoza’s stylistic apprenticeship. First Descartes, then 
Spinoza: 
Some years ago I was struck by the large number of falsehoods that I had 
accepted as true in my childhood, and by the highly doubtful nature of the 
whole edifice that I had subsequently based on them. I realized that it was 
necessary, once in the course of my life, to demolish everything completely 
and start again right from the foundations if I wanted to establish anything 
at all in the sciences that was stable and likely to last.13 (Descartes, 
Meditations) 
After experience had taught me that all the things which regularly occur in 
ordinary life are empty and futile, and I saw that all the things which were 
the cause or object of my fear had nothing of good or bad in themselves, 
except insofar as [my] mind was moved by them, I resolved at last to try to 
find out whether there was anything which would be the true good, capable 
of communicating itself, and which alone would affect the mind, all the 
13 AT VII.17/CSM II.12 
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others being rejected—whether there was something which, once found and 
acquired, would continuously give me the greatest joy, to eternity.14 
(Spinoza, TIE) 
Although these two passages are stylistically similar, and the general projects of both 
Meditations and TIE function as preludes to future philosophical endeavors, there is, I 
think, an important philosophical and spiritual dissimilarity.15 Spinoza and Descartes are 
both concerned with removing, to the best of their abilities, anything trifle in their lives 
that might obscure their goals.16 In the absence of these obscurants, they both hoped to 
kindle a philosophical trajectory toward their ultimate goal, edifying themselves on the 
basis of a new, self-taught, rock solid foundation. Epistemologically, that foundation is in 
knowledge as scientia. The pinnacle, or goal, of their inquiries, though, are very different. 
Where Descartes finds doubt, Spinoza finds emptiness. Where Descartes seeks scientific 
knowledge, Spinoza seeks an end to suffering. Where Descartes sees a childhood of 
falsehood and illusion, Spinoza sees a futile and inconstant attempt to quench desire.17 
14 G II.5.12-16/C I.7 
15 Roth (1929) and Bennett (1984) both note this dissimilarity, as well. 
16 Their biographies are both a testament to this. Both lived quietly and out of the public eye, took great 
caution not to become too entangled in scandal, held minimal estates, and sought clarity and distinctness in 
their understanding of the world. 
17 Descartes seeks to establish himself in the sciences, that is, unearth scientific truths and contribute to 
human mastery over nature. He seeks foundational knowledge for the sake of further scientific knowledge. 
This further scientific knowledge is instrumental to the end of improving the human situation and developing 
some kind of mastery over our natural condition, like our subjugation to disease, but still: foundational 
knowledge is humored for its instrumental value. It contributes to a stronger grasp of scientific and 
mathematical knowledge and provides the methodological schemata for future endeavor, makings sure that 
it is conducted soundly and with proper direction. We can return here to the analogy of the tree from Chapter 
1. The roots are to the tree what metaphysics is to the system of knowledge/philosophy. Though they are
essential for progress in systematic knowledge, they are surpassed in greatness and importance by medicine,
mechanics, and morals. The roots of the grandest trees are seldom their most impressive feature. None of this
should be taken to mean that Descartes crassly sought knowledge solely for its own sake, a perspective he
explicitly disavows in Rules for the Direction of the Mind: “He should, rather, consider simply how to
increase the natural light of his reason, not with a view to solving this or that scholastic problem, but in order
that his intellect should show his will what decision it ought to make in each of life’s contingencies” (AT
X.361/CSM I.10).
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Spinoza’s goal has nothing to do with establishing himself in the sciences but rather 
in achieving total personal satisfaction, i.e., “the greatest joy.” The practical importance of 
this goal is something that I hope to keep emphatically in view, because as one begins to 
traverse the weeds of epistemological questions regarding the distinction between thought 
and intellect, or how one might acquire a definition recursively through the knowledge of 
something’s properties, etc., it is easy to get lost in the thicket. Knowing that Spinoza’s 
goal is the “achievement” of blessedness and virtue, keeps his motivation in mind and thus 
helps us understand why he pursues some lines of inquiry while letting others fade from 
view. 
Finally, before proceeding to direct exposition of the TIE, I want to address a 
concern regarding the use of the TIE as a source of insight for the sake of the Ethics, and 
in doing so I hope to clarify my project. Bennett, to whom I am indebted for making a 
similar remark on the similarities and differences between Spinoza and Descartes in his 
Study of Spinoza’s Ethics, is representative of this concern: “The Emendation is a risky 
guide to the thought in the Ethics—not because it is merely a start, but because it is a false 
start. Let us remember that Spinoza dropped it and started afresh.”18 While this is a 
legitimate trepidation, I think that we can make good, thorough use of the TIE without 
acting as though it were a guide to the Ethics. It is not a guide. However, it is an important 
document in Spinoza’s corpus, and, given its content, it does seem to function as something 
of a logical prelude to the Ethics, even if it might not be intended as such. In other words, 
the questions and answers in the TIE are philosophically and logically prior to the opening 
definitions and axioms of the Ethics, making it, to my mind, a very valuable, and 
18 Jonathan Bennett, “A Character Sketch of the Ethics,” in A Study of Spinoza’s Ethics (Indianapolis, IN: 
Hackett Publishing Company,1984), 7-28. 
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approachable, place to begin studying Spinoza. This means, I think, that regardless of 
inconsistencies between the TIE and the Ethics, the former is conceived as a philosophical 
antecedent to the latter at least insofar as the content of the Ethics is logically derivative. 
Additionally, I believe that an investigation of the central methodological questions in the 
TIE will aid in understanding the Ethics, not because the doctrines are the same but because 
they are substantively different. To quote Nelson, “The thread from the TIE to the Ethics 
is stretched and twisted, but not broken.”19 Understanding this, we can trace the 
development of the “cast of Spinoza’s mind,” as Bennett puts it, from its first presentation 
in the TIE to its maturation. Doing so teaches what problems Spinoza encountered and 
whether or not they were resolved. Not only that, but I take the TIE as an important attempt 
at method and epistemology within Spinoza’s system of thought, and therefore of worthy 
study in its own right, beyond any relationship to the Ethics and beyond any treatment as 
a document of merely historical interest. For my money, Spinoza’s system of thought is 
not captured by the Ethics, which is but an integral part of that system.20 As such, the TIE 
has a rightful place in the study of Spinoza on its own philosophical merits. Even if it is 
incomplete, and possibly (though debatably) abandoned, it provides unique insight into the 
origins of Spinoza. 
In what follows, I will reconstruct the early sections of the TIE in an attempt to 
show Spinoza’s reasoning regarding 1.) The nature and practicality of the ultimate goal, 
2.) the knowledge necessary for achieving this ultimate good and 3.) the best way of 
achieving this kind of knowledge. Because the remainder of the TIE beyond these three 
19 Alan Nelson, “The Problem of True Ideas in Spinoza’s Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect,” in 
The Young Spinoza: A Metaphysician in the Making, ed. Yitzhak Y. Melamed (New York, NY: Oxford 
University Press, 2015), 52-65. 
20 For an overview of my take on Spinoza’s system, see the “Epilogue” to this essay, Chapter 5. 
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aspects deals directly with method, it will be covered in the following chapter, with the 
intent of shedding light on the formation and crystallization of the geometrical method. For 
now, we consider those epistemological and practical questions that are anterior to the 
development of method. 
Given this defense of the TIE, it is time to turn to the treatise itself and the 
thoroughgoing analysis of it that will extend over the next two chapters. First, I should note 
a brief sketch of Spinoza’s outline of the TIE as it appears in §49. Spinoza makes clear in 
this section that he conceived the TIE in 6 component parts, each building off the findings 
of the previous part: 
First [§§ 1-17],21 we have treated the end toward which we strive to direct 
all our thoughts; second [§§ 18-29], we learned which is the best perception, 
by whose aid we can reach our perfection; third [§§ 30-48], which is the 
first path our mind must enter on to begin well—which is to proceed in its 
investigation according to certain laws, taking as a standard a given true 
idea. 
If this is to be done properly, the Method must first [§§ 50-90] show 
how to distinguish a true idea from all other perceptions, and to restrain the 
mind from those other perceptions; second [§§ 91-98], teaches rules so that 
we may perceive things unknown according to such a standard; third [§§ 
99-?],22 establish an order, so that we do not become weary with trifles.23 
21 According to Curley, “The paragraph numbers in brackets are those introduced by Bruder and are included 
for ease in making and following references” (C I.6). In other words, they are not Spinoza’s own. That said, 
these sets of bracketed sections map on perfectly to the self-described turns in Spinoza discourse throughout 
TIE. 
22 This “?” signifies that the end of this section never concluded due to Spinoza’s inability to complete the 
TIE. 
23 G II.18-19.26-2/C I.22-23 
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In this essay, these six sections will be handled in two separate chapters. This chapter, 
which covers Spinoza’s earliest epistemological attempts, will cover the first three sections 
of TIE, i.e., §§ 1-48, whereas the following chapter, Chapter 3, covers the latter three 
sections, §§50-110.24 We can think of these two major subsections as first a path to method 
[§§ 1-48] and then, second, a path through preliminary analytic method [§§50-110].
2.3 THE PROOEMIUM: §§1-17 
Joachim calls §§1-17, the first part of the TIE, the Prooemium, i.e., a preamble, and 
I will follow suit.25 This is a fitting title because this introductory section is not only an 
overture to the rest of the TIE, but seems to be written for an entire system of philosophy, 
perhaps the planned Philosophy to which Spinoza makes several references throughout the 
TIE. The Prooemium announces the ultimate goal of Spinoza’s philosophical project, that 
is, as we know, blessedness. It does so with a grandeur and beauty that is out of step with 
the terse epistemological questions that constitute the remainder of the treatise. Joachim 
writes, “The very qualities by which the Prooemium deservedly ranks so high in 
philosophical literature render it unsuitable and incongruous as the preface to a detached 
and self-contained treatise on Method.”26 This is not (primarily) an aesthetic criticism; it is 
an attempt to understand why a literary and sweeping account of the goal of philosophizing 
24 §110 is the final section Spinoza wrote, though, this does not mean that Spinoza finished his assessment 
of the object of this section. It will eventually become clear that he did not. After the sudden ending at §110, 
I will speculate as to what follows. Again, this is in chapter 3. 
25 Harold H. Joachim, Spinoza’s Tractatus de Intellectus Emendatione (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1940), 14. 
26 Ibid, 15. 
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is an introduction to a short and unfinished work on knowledge and method.27 Joachim 
offers other evidence to push the idea that the Prooemium is written as a prelude to an enter 
philosophical system.28 For us, whether or not this thesis is true (and, I think, it is) the most 
important thing is the proximity of this masterful literary account of the drive to 
philosophize, the Prooemium, to an inquiry into the fundamental questions of knowledge. 
This is exemplary of the deep ties that knowledge and ethics have in Spinoza’s philosophy. 
The Prooemium heavily emphasizes the practical and existential value of philosophical 
inquiry to persons like Spinoza’s narrator, i.e., someone confronted with the emptiness of 
daily life and filled with longing for something greater. It is telling of Spinoza’s manner of 
thinking that he does not set off immediately on a survey of ethical theory.29 Instead, he 
initiates a dense treatise on logic and method before establishing a metaphysics, which, 
presumably, like Descartes, would be the start of his tree of knowledge. One could 
conceive, in some idealized sense, that Spinoza’s original philosophical work opens with 
the Prooemium and “closes” with Book V of the Ethics. Doing so reveals a potent narrative. 
First, Spinoza seeks the purification of the intellect for his personal happiness. Then, there 
is an attempted emendation in the TIE, followed by the labor of that properly emended 
intellect on well-conceived (and relevant) definitions and axioms, i.e., the objects of the 
intellect’s analysis in the Ethics. Finally, with resolve, struggle, and fortune there arises a 
state of blessedness, the pinnacle of virtue, at the end of the Ethics. But this comes with an 
27 This is even odder considering that Spinoza’s actual system of philosophy, Ethics, completely shirks from 
preamble or prologue, opting instead to brutalize the reader with definitions, axioms, and propositions at the 
outset.. 
28 See the introductory chapter to his commentary on the TIE. To my knowledge, Joachim’s excellent study 
is the sole monograph in Spinoza scholarship dedicated entirely to the TIE. I will be making frequent use of 
it in this chapter and the next. 
29 However, in §17 he does quickly indicate important provisional rules for life, which I will discuss below 
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added twist: it turns out that this state of blessedness is not simply the result of this process 
of emendation and understanding of the activity of the intellect, but rather exists within that 
process itself.30 This is another formulation of the thesis I will defend throughout, or, at 
least, another aspect of it: the development of the ontological entanglement of value and 
knowledge, ethics and epistemology, occurs in the process of the scientific direction of 
thought from TIE through the Ethics and beyond. 
The outset of the Prooemium, §1, which was noted above, is a great place to begin 
this story. At the inception of his philosophical career31 Spinoza imparts a bit of wisdom, 
like kindling for a fire insofar as it kickstarts an entire philosophical approach. The troubled 
narrator of the TIE writes that he learned a lesson from his non-philosophical, lived 
experience: it is the mind that determines whether or not any given object is judged as good 
or bad. The value of honor or wealth, for instance, is not inherent in honor or wealth, but 
is bestowed upon it by the mind. Realizing this in conjunction with the disconcerting (but 
hardly blameworthy) view that everything in ordinary life is “empty and futile,” Spinoza 
“resolves at last” to search for something that will move his mind to the greatest, lasting 
joy. 
Before moving on, there are two things to note in §1, presented above in full. First, 
it may seem like there is a manifest contradiction in this opening paragraph. Upon a quick 
30 It is not a machine that yields a product separate and autonomous from its productive machinery but like 
an organism that alters its own capacities by acting on itself in various ways. Just as exercising the body 
generates strength and good health, exercising the pure intellect generates knowledge and joy. 
31 I take the TIE to be the outset of that career, though there is scholarly controversy regarding the dating and 
ordering of Spinoza’s unpublished early works, particularly the TIE and the KV. I will not discuss this is 
detail here but will follow Curley’s careful conclusion, which he adopts (in part) on the basis of Mignini’s 
work: “…at this stage the position would seems to be that if the TdIE (TIE) is not in fact earlier than the KV, 
it was probably written at about the same time as the KV as an introduction to it” (C I.4) Mignini, whose 
1979 publication on the temporal priority of the TIE to the KV changed the general scholarly view on the 
matter, recently re-defended this view convincingly. See Mignini (2015). 
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gloss of §1 one could easily interpret Spinoza as making a specific idealist claim, i.e., that 
the mind freely imparts values onto non-normative, inert objects. After all, Spinoza writes 
that he discovered that the things he feared had nothing good or bad in themselves. On this 
idealist interpretation, if the ethical value of an object, its goodness or badness, is not 
inscribed within the object, then it is invested in the object by the mind. If this were the 
case, though, why could the mind not simply choose to invest in any object whatsoever 
whatever values it freely decides? It is odd to assume that someone, like Spinoza, would 
choose to feel the emptiness and futility of ordinary life when they could just as easily 
choose to enjoy it, or that someone would choose to be afraid of public speaking or spiders 
when life would go more smoothly if they found these things enjoyable instead, or at least 
not terrifying. It would seem that if the mind has not invested any object in ordinary life 
with lasting joy, then this says less about the object than it does the mind, and we could 
chalk this failure up to Spinoza’s singular psychology or his spontaneous, freely 
determined choice to feel dissatisfied. But we should be careful and must reject this 
interpretation. This situation also does not speak to an absolute self-determining power of 
the mind to create value however it sees fit, to fear or not fear at will. In saying that objects 
are not good or bad in themselves, “except insofar as [my] mind was moved by them,”32 
Spinoza makes a cautious point. Actually, objects do have value in-themselves through 
their relationship to the mind. It is not the mind that bestows value on the object. This value 
comes through the relationship between the object and the mind. Initially, the value is not 
in the mind or in the object but is only instantiated in the relation. Not only this, but the 
mind is “moved by”33 the object that receives its intrinsic value through its relation to the 
32 G II.5.11/C I.7 
33 Italics added in this and the previous passage 
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mind. The mind’s affectation is, then, passive. In short, a particular mind enters into a 
relation with a particular object34 and this relation generates an intrinsic value in the object 
that affects the mind. Therefore, the young Spinoza was compelled to feel just as he felt 
regarding the emptiness and futility of ordinary life. Perhaps his father and/or brother felt 
very differently regarding ordinary life and took pleasure in the proceedings of the family 
business. Nevertheless, they do not do so from free choice but because their different, 
singular minds, in interacting with the same (or similar) object, experience a different 
passion. This is because the object has a different intrinsic quality due to its totally different 
relationship, which shows 1.) that the object is not inert when represented in a mind and 
2.) that the mind reacts in part due to the nature of the object and in part due to its own 
constitution. In this scenario, daily life really is different for Spinoza and his brother, even 
if they conduct the same business, eat the same bread, and read the same scripture. I belabor 
this point here because it shows, already in the most nascent and innocent of formulations, 
Spinoza’s conception of a system of singular essences, which he will develop later in the 
TIE and use throughout the Ethics.35 It is impressive that the initial passages of the 
Prooemium, which would seem to have a solely rhetorical purpose, are so amenable to this 
epistemological theory. 
Secondly, §1 shows that, even Spinoza, a thinker as “rationalist”36 as any, is the 
student of experience. It is ironic for a geometrician of philosophy (whose greatest 
34 This could be through chance experience, rational discourse, etc. 
35 The implication of this is that the Ethics is not simply a discursive project making thorough use of ratio 
but is also a scientific system constructed on the basis of intrinsic relations amongst singular things. This is 
a very difficult and controversial view that I work out thoroughly in the penultimate and final chapter. 
36 By “rationalist” I only mean what is typically meant by the term. Dea, Walsh, and Lennon sum up this 
standard interpretation well in their SEP article on “Continental Rationalism”: “Rationalism is most often 
characterized as an epistemological position. On this view, to be a rationalist requires at least one of the 
following: (1) a privileging of reason and intuition over sensation and experience, (2) regarding all or most 
ideas as innate rather than adventitious, (3) an emphasis on certain rather than merely probable knowledge 
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aspiration is the intuition of God) to open his first rationalist treatise with the teachings of 
experience. Though this may seem strange, I think it has a quite intelligible answer. What 
Spinoza “learned” from experience was nothing positive about the nature of things. In fact, 
experience left him with a lack, an emptiness that needed filling. Experience taught, in 
other words, by its failure to teach. It moved Spinoza to a resolute pursuit of lasting joy 
precisely through its inability to provide that joy. Experience is the anti-philosophical 
precursor to the possibility of philosophy.37 
Of course, if Spinoza’s only knowledge (at this point) is gathered from experience, 
then, by his own standard, he does not know much at all. Even if he knows enough to get 
through daily life, he certainly does not have any acquaintance with anything that could 
bring “the greatest joy, to eternity.”38 Spinoza’s resolution to pursue such a joy comes with 
an understandable hesitation, then. He has no assurance that any such joy is out there, and 
reasons that he may very well be foolish to leave behind something certain for something 
that is not. Spinoza saw that if he were to pursue something “seriously new and different,”39 
something with which he has no prior experience, no knowledge, and no guarantee of 
acquiring, then he would have to devote himself fully to its exploration. It would require 
all of him. Like a voyager sailing across an unmapped ocean, or an astronaut pioneering 
as the goal of enquiry.” (1) and (3) are certainly true of Spinoza, but not (2). For Spinoza, the vast majority 
of ideas in the human mind are adventitious. Shannon Dea, Julie Walsh, and Thomas M. Lennon, 
“Continental Rationalism,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2018 Edition). 
37 Adding the previous point regarding mind-object relationship, especially in light of Spinoza’s well-known 
intellectual elitism, may show that the experiences of Spinoza’s narrator, which prompted him to philosophy, 
are not the same set of experiences that could universally determine anyone to the pursuit of philosophy. In 
other words, an equivalent life situation for another individual does not necessarily teach the need to pursue 
the greatest good (as conceived by Spinoza) or of the vapidity of wealth, honor, and pleasure. It does so only 
for some, i.e., those whose essence has enough in common with Spinoza’s that their minds would be affected 
in a similar enough way to lead to the same result. This seems to me to be evidence that even in the TIE 
Spinoza is not writing to everyone, but only to the like minded. 
38 G II.5.16/ C I.7 
39 G II.5.20/ C I.7 
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deep space, Spinoza understands that he must completely leave behind whatever he 
previously clung to if he is to undertake the venture.40 
Though he easily admitted the stupidity of everyday life, he is not blatantly unaware 
of the value of wealth and honor. Although they do not have absolute value, they can make 
life easier in certain regards: 
So I wondered whether perhaps it would be possible to reach my new goal— 
or at least the certainty of attaining it—without changing the conduct and 
plan of life which I shared with other men. Often I tried this, but in vain. 
For most things which present themselves in life, and which to judge from 
their actions, men think to be the highest good, may be reduced to these 
three: wealth, honor, and sensual pleasure. The mind is so distracted by 
these three that it cannot give the slightest thought to any other good.41 
Considering the nature of these three “goods,” Spinoza eventually decides that he must live 
differently than his fellow man if he is to truly pursue everlasting joy. Sensual pleasure is 
problematic because the mind is totally caught up in its object. This makes it difficult to 
think of anything else, which obscures the path to the true good. Therefore, sensual pleasure 
is easily ruled out, at least for its own sake.42 Then Spinoza analyzes honor and wealth, for 
which his desire seems to be slightly more difficult to overcome. Both, like pleasure, are 
also distracting. Each is also often mistakenly assumed as intrinsically good, especially 
honor. They are also more difficult to disabuse oneself than sensual pleasure because the 
40 As a young man who literally had to restart his life after being excommunicated from his childhood 
community, the necessity of such a venture was not foreign to him. 
41 G II.5-6.23-3/C I.7-8 
42 Spinoza also makes note of the inconstance of sensual pleasure, indicating the sadness that follows its 
enjoyment, which may be just as obscuring as the pleasure itself. On this account the life of the hedonist and 
the philosopher are irreconcilably at odds. 
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more one acquires wealth or honor the more joy one feels, which cannot be said for 
pleasure. Spinoza does not prolong the discussion of wealth, presumably because it is self- 
evidently not intrinsically good.43 Honor is also problematic because its attainment is not 
in one’s hands but is left to the opinions of others. Spinoza writes, “honor has this great 
disadvantage: to pursue it, we must direct our lives according to other men’s powers of 
understanding—fleeing what they commonly flee and seeking what they commonly 
seek.”44 This is no small flaw. Living according to the power of another’s understanding is 
not only an utterly passive intellectual disposition,45 but the power of other’s understating 
is usually completely and utterly useless in the pursuit of blessedness and for the union of 
the mind with nature. Not only this, but the pursuits of wealth, honor, and pleasure leave 
action totally disorganized, whereas the pursuit of the true good follows an orderly line of 
reasoning and development. 
Spinoza saw that sensual pleasure, wealth, and honor, were antithetical to his goal,46 
i.e., that he could not live as he previously had and choose the philosophical life. Forced
with a decision to either go on as he had or devote himself “wholeheartedly” to his new 
goal, he appraised his situation. He saw that he would be sacrificing goods that were 
43 Money, after all, is only valuable insofar as it allows for pleasures, brings honor, and provides security. 
Given this gloss, too great of wealth may increase one’s opportunity for pleasure and honor, which causes 
further distraction from the good life. 
44 G II.6.16-20/C I.8 
45 Perhaps given the development of the nature of the intellect, this would only be problematic to the Spinoza 
of the Ethics. See Renz’s, “From the Passive to the Active Intellect” (2015). 
46 Not only are these ordinary pursuits antithetical to the goal of absolute enlightenment, they are actually 
not goods at all, but rather evils. According to Spinoza, although many strive after wealth, honor, and 
pleasure, they are actually hurt by this striving, i.e., they destroy rather than preserve their being. It is unclear 
to me how Spinoza can reconcile this doctrine, presented in §7 with the provisional rules of life he presents 
in §17. I suppose that Spinoza must mean that these “goods” are actually evils only insofar as they are pursued 
absolutely and not solely for the benefit they may impart in keeping one alive. His statements in §11 indicate 
this. I take it that in §7 he is either speaking imprecisely or from the position of the narrator who has not yet 
discovered that limited acquaintance with pleasure, etc. is not evil but good. If this is the case, then I think 
there is a moment of early absolute asceticism in Spinoza before the introduction of the understanding of 
limit. 
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uncertain in nature for a good that was uncertain only in attainment but not in nature. On 
the one hand, he knew that he could (try to) gain wealth, pleasure, and honor as best he 
could, but that they would remain inconstant, fickle masters. On the other hand, he could 
search for a certain and lasting joy. Obviously, this seems preferable, but the catch is that 
he had no prior acquaintance with it, only a passion for its discovery, and so did not know 
if its attainment would be achievable. Spinoza, or his narrator, is aware of his fundamental 
need for this option. If the emptiness and futility described in §1 was not enough, the 
narrator expresses just how grave his situation is in §7: “For I saw that I was in the greatest 
danger, and that I was forced to seek a remedy with all my strength, however uncertain it 
might be—like a man suffering from a fatal illness, who foreseeing certain death unless he 
employs a remedy, is forced to seek, however uncertain, with all his strength. For all his 
hope lies there.”47 
Spinoza is, then, resolved to attempt resolve at the pursuit of an absolutely good, 
eternal, and infinite object, one that cannot cause him strife or break his heart by 
perishing.48 It is the only possible joy “exempt from sadness.”49 As such, it is “greatly to 
be desired, and to be sought with all our strength.”50 
I emphasize Spinoza’s (in)ability to commitment himself to his to this project 
through the attempt at resolve because this is an important concern of his throughout the 
Prooemium. Spinoza recognizes that he cannot simply choose to resolve himself to the 
47 G II.6-7.32-5/C I.9 
48 In §8 Spinoza makes mention of the fact that many have died in their pursuit of wealth, honor, or sensual 
pleasure. He fails to mention that the same is the case for many who have pursued truth. 
49 I think the language of “possibility” is acceptable here despite Spinoza’s metaphysical determinism and 
necessitarianism in which nothing is metaphysically possible. This is because from Spinoza’s existential 
position as a finite human mind with limited access to the order of nature since the true good is unknown to 
him, its existence and enjoyment is, for him, if not in-itself, possible. 
50 G II.7.25-26/C I.9 
77 
pursuit of knowledge and ignore the call of honor, wealth, and pleasure, regardless of 
however much he would like to. However, he does notice an interesting phenomenological 
fact: as long as he attended to his philosophical pursuits, his mind was not attending to 
wealth, honor, and so forth. The more time that he spent attending to the true good, and the 
more that good was revealed to him in his study, the less control “avarice, lust, and 
ambition,” to use Joachim’s phrasing, had over his soul. Presumably after supplanting the 
mastery of these desires with that of the true good, he saw that these were not necessarily 
evils at all, but instead very useful if understood to have a proper limit. 
At this point, §§12-13, Spinoza takes a minute to briefly explain the nature of this 
“greatest good,” which we have heretofore spoken of in very general terms. He prefaces 
this by reiterating a point from §1, that is, that “good and bad are said of things only in a 
certain respect, so that one and the same thing can be called both good and bad according 
to different respects.”51 The same, he says, is the case for the perfect and imperfect. Since, 
on the Spinozistic worldview, “everything that happens happens according to the eternal 
order and accord to certain laws of Nature,”52 there is nothing that is not necessary. This 
view, necessitarianism, is commonly associated with Spinoza, and it necessitates not only 
that there is nothing in reality that could be other than it is (determinism) but also that 
reality itself could not be otherwise. Therefore, from a metaphysical perspective, it is 
meaningless to claim that something could (or should) be more or less perfect than it is. 
Such a possibility does not exist since possibility itself does not exist. The same is the case 
for goodness and badness. Nothing is good or bad in itself; these categories do not exist 
outside of the human mind. Independent of mind, things simply are what they, indifferent 
51 G II.8.12-14/C I.10 
52 G II.8.17-18/C I.10 
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to normative valence. For many, such a doctrine is a scandal for morality and spells its 
downfall. After all, if everything is as it must be, and this holds for the human mind as 
well, it is difficult to understand how anyone can be responsible for anything or held 
accountable, praised or blamed.53 That said, since goodness and badness can still be 
attributed to things in particular respects, these are not meaningless terms. In fact, they are 
fundamental to the way that humans relate to their world. Human life, the very object of 
Spinoza’s lifelong philosophical inquiry, is defined by the pursuit of the good and the 
avoidance of the bad. That which is good, is then, good in respect to human life, not 
absolutely, or in any mind-independent sense. This is not to denigrate the good. It is, in 
fact, to specify it, amend it, understand it, and therefore promote it. 
Understanding the nature of the good must mean that which is good for humans, 
and humans necessarily occupy a finite position of limited cognition. Spinoza, speaking to 
“human weakness” notes that it is not possible for us to grasp the order of nature through 
itself, i.e., its necessity, the necessity of all that was, is, and will be. In other words, we 
cannot know everything, which includes anything about future events. Because of this, we 
perceive things as possible, not necessary, including the possibility of “a human nature 
much stronger and more enduring than [one’s] own.”54 Humans envision idealized selves, 
or, at least, the image of much better versions of the individuals they are. Also due to this 
53 This is not the place for a full-length discussion on the nature of ethical responsibility in Spinoza, so I will 
just cite a passage from Spinoza’s final letter to Oldenburg (Ep. 78) as explanation. Here, he is responding 
to Oldenburg’s inquiry about this specific problem: “But, you insist, if men sin from a necessity of nature, 
then they are excusable. But you don’t explain what you want to infer from that. Is it that God cannot become 
angry with them? Or that they are worthy of blessedness, i.e., of the knowledge and love of God? If the 
former, then I grant completely that God does not become angry, but that all things happen according to his 
decree. But I deny that for that reason all men ought to be blessed. Indeed, men can be excusable, and 
nevertheless lack blessedness and suffer in many ways. A horse is excusable for being a horse and not a man, 
but he must still be a horse and not a man. Someone who is crazy because of a dog’s bite is indeed to be 
excused; nevertheless, he is rightly suffocated.” (G IV.327a.4-14/C II.480) 
54 G II.8.19-20/C I.10 
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weakness, i.e., the inability to see the entire order of nature and the necessity with which 
whatever will be will be, humans do not see any impediment to the achievement of this 
idealized self. That is, they do not know the future but speculate about it regarding their 
own future aptitudes. As I understand Spinoza here, this image of a self that could be, is 
not a harmful illusion, but rather a fundamental idea for the pursuit of a better life.55 
Because man sees nothing to prevent his acquisition of this superior, idealized state in a 
future reality, or because of the perception of possibility, “he is spurred to seek means that 
will lead him to such perfection. Spinoza continues: “Whatever can be a means to his 
attaining it is called a true good; but the highest good is to arrive—together with other 
individuals if possible—at the enjoyment of such a nature.”56 Although the nature of this 
nature cannot yet be known by the person who has not yet attained it, which (in my 
estimation) makes the path to its attainment that much more difficult, Spinoza clues the 
reader in as to what this nature will be,57 that is, the knowledge of the union of the human 
mind with the entirety of reality/Nature.58 If Spinoza’s project maintains an inner thread 
that is consistent throughout, then this knowledge should still be the goal, and hopefully 
the result, of the Ethics. It definitely seems like this is the case, though an understanding 
of the nature of this knowledge (and therefore what it means to be united with the whole 
55 I think this must at least be true for someone in the same position as Spinoza’s narrator who has not yet 
come to know and love God, through which he would understand the universal necessity of things. Such a 
person still cannot know the future, but might perceive himself in relation to a personal future differently, 
i.e., without dependence on an idealized self.
56 G II.8.21-25/C I.10
57 This dual perspective seems analogous to that in Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit in which the naïve
perspective of the protagonist, spirit, is intermingled with the philosopher’s perspective, the one who has
already traversed the terrain of the concept, reached “Absolute Knowing,” and is now, in writing, recounting
its own coming-of-age. Spinoza’s TIE, likewise, reads in this dual sense. There is the voice of the narrator,
which comes through the strongest in the Prooemium, and there is the voice of Spinoza the philosopher who
already understands where the development of the former’s thought is headed.
58 G II.8.26-27/C I.11
80 
of Nature) will hopefully be radicalized and intuited, rather than merely hypostatized and 
imagined. 
Spinoza’s goal is set. The next step of the project requires the determination and 
direction of intellectual activity henceforth for the attainment of this goal. To do this, we 
must acquire knowledge in several fields of inquiry and set up provisional ethical rules for 
living. In §§14-15 Spinoza presents the six things one must attend to in order to achieve 
knowledge of the union of the human mind with the entirety of reality.59 They are as 
follows:60 
1. The nature of Nature insofar as it aids in the attainment of the desired end.
2. The formation of a society that allows as many to achieve this nature as “easily
and surely as possible.”61
3. Moral philosophy and pedagogy.62
4. Medicine
5. Mechanics
6. A method for healing and purifying the intellect
#’s 1-5 are each briefly listed but given very little explanation. It is clear that these areas of 
study are not deductively derived from anything and so cannot with any certainty be 
considered a complete and accurate list of what must be learnt. Given Spinoza’s minimal 
presentation and the narrator’s status as someone who does not yet know the good but 
59 I should also mention that Spinoza emphasizes at several junctures that he seeks knowledge of this union 
for as many of his fellow men as possible. 
60 Though these all seem reasonable enough intellectual pursuits for Spinoza’s ultimate end, Spinoza never 
provides any explanation as to why these six things are necessary, except the sixth, and not others. 
61 G II.9.3/C I.11 
62 Spinoza does not explain why these are two separate items of instruction constitute one point. It is possible 
that he means specifically the education of children in moral philosophy. 
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merely has a passion to know it, it is probable that these are mere suppositions, that is, that 
#’s 1-5 are areas of interest one could reasonably judge as useful, especially given prior 
experience with them and an understanding of the value of their effects on the basis of lived 
experience. For instance, the art of mechanics provides the world with tools that make 
something much easier to achieve than would otherwise be the case. This would in turn 
free up more time and energy within one’s finite lifetime for the general study of the union 
of mind and nature.63 Similar sorts of rationalization can be provided for #’s 1-4, I think. 
It is this sixth and final point that is the subject matter of the remainder of the TIE. 
This point of study, the method for purifying the intellect, proceeds the other five fields, 
and all other areas of study, if we hope to proceed in an orderly fashion toward the truth. 
At the end of the Prooemium, immediately before the presentation of the four kinds 
of knowledge that initiate the investigation of truth and method, Spinoza lists three “rules 
for living.”64 These are provisional rules insofar as they function as guidelines for prudent 
living for those, like Spinoza, who seek knowledge of the greatest good rather than some 
more ordinary trifle. In other words, these are not universal rules for living, but rules for 
those whose aim is Spinoza’s aim. These rules do not follow from the essential order of 
things, and they are not moral maxims. They simply provide parameters for everyday life 
and sociality so that the philosopher can attend to the task at hand without distraction. They 
are as follows: 
1. To speak according to the power of understanding of ordinary people, and
do whatever does not interfere with our attaining our purpose. For we can
63 It would also, with the right perspective, provide further insight into the connection of mind to nature, at 
least in a limited domain. 
64 G II.9.21/C I.12 
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gain considerable advantage, if we yield as much to their understanding as 
we can. In this way, they will give a favorable hearing to the truth. 
2. To enjoy pleasure just so far as suffices for safeguarding our health.
3. Finally, to seek money, or anything else, just so far as suffices for sustaining
life and health, and conforming to those customs of the community that do
not conflict with our aim.65
There is a great deal that can be said about this considerably underappreciated passage. 
First and foremost, each rule has the same basic function: to safeguard the pursuit of 
knowledge. In context, it is not difficult to see why Spinoza would adopt these rules. In 
§13 Spinoza writes that in order to acquire his aim, i.e., the “union that the mind has with
the whole of Nature,”66 he is “spurred to seek means that will lead him to such a 
perfection.”67 The means for this perfection are not only methodological and 
epistemological but also practical. He must organize his life so that he can organize his 
thought. He must adopt provisional ethical rules for life so that he can investigate the nature 
of truth so that he can attain a blessedness beyond the need for such rules. 
Earlier, too, we noted Spinoza’s emphasis on resolutely pursuing truth at the 
expense of all other goods. These other “goods” are so distracting that they preclude the 
attainment of the greatest good. Therefore, these distractions qua distraction, must be 
limited as far as possible. For instance, the second rule does not dismiss the value of 
pleasure, but it does dismiss its absolute value. In fact, it dismisses that it has any value 
outside of its relationship to the superior pursuit of truth, or insofar as it is a distraction. 
For example, if one spends too many sleepless nights laboring on the concept, the pain of 
65 G II.9.23-32/C I.12 
66 G II.8.26-27/C I.11 
67 G II.8.21-22/C I.10 
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fatigue will eventually become too grating to continue meaningfully pursuing one’s 
intellectual activity; therefore, a good night’s rest, while of no inherent value, will be a 
necessary pleasure. In fact, sensible pleasure of any kind is only worthwhile insofar as it 
safeguards health.68 Here we see an asceticism that is not self-negating, like that which 
would leave one cold and hungry, but instead is self-enhancing insofar as it is radically 
anti-hedonistic. It embraces any pleasure that better aids one in the development of greater 
human perfection. Both the second and third rules point out the importance of good health 
for the pursuit of truth. Spinoza knew as well as anyone that sickness and general ill-health 
can delay this cause.69 Perhaps it is this painful, prolonged experience with sickness that 
helped him appreciate the feeling of good health. 
Secondly, these rules are instituted not only to safeguard the pursuit of knowledge, 
but also to safeguard the individual in pursuit of said knowledge, i.e., Spinoza qua narrator 
of the TIE and any other like-minded person. This is obvious enough from the proceeding 
with regards to keeping oneself alive and functioning. However, I maintain that rules 1 and 
3 are also prudent rules for protecting oneself from the ire of the common man. Spinoza’s 
intellectual elitism in the Ethics and the Theological-Political Treatise (TTP) are well 
68 It is unclear how exactly Spinoza conceives of health, but it must minimally be a freedom from inhibitory 
illness or any affection of the body that slows the mind. In the TIE Spinoza does not yet have any robust 
account of the nature of the body and of that which a body is capable, like he does in the Ethics. I think one 
can read the Ethics as allowing for a richer account of bodily health, one which conceives of it in terms of 
the striving for a greater power of acting (conatus), whereas in the TIE health is simply a baseline need that 
must be achieved for the sake of intellectual pursuit. In other words, I think one could read the Ethics as 
claiming that health and intelligence have a continuous positive correlation that exist in parallel in matters of 
degrees. In the TIE, though, there is no such conception. There is only the admission that bodily health is a 
prerequisite for intellectual pursuit. I think this shows that Spinoza not only advances in his conception of 
the body from the TIE to the Ethics but also he conceptions of knowledge and that in which knowledge 
consists, including the view that knowledge is just as bodily as it is spiritual, a topic that will be of central 
interest to us in Chapter 4. 
69 Nadler notes in his biography, Spinoza: A Life, “Spinoza was never in robust health. He suffered from a 
respiratory ailment for most of his life—perhaps something akin to what was responsible for his mother’s 
early death—and his thinness and pallor were no doubt a reflection of this” (183-184). 
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known. I think they are also applicable to the TIE. The second part of rule three dictates 
that one should conform to common custom as long as said customs do not come at the 
expense of the philosopher’s goal. I see no reason why this should be important except to 
allow the philosopher to live in greater obscurity, free from the judgment of the mob and 
the misplaced standards of the ignorant. Likewise, rule 1 states that the philosopher ought 
to make his thought accessible to the layperson so as to gain a “favorable hearing.” This 
could reasonably be interpreted to mean that Spinoza thinks it is essential to present one’s 
ideas in such a way that they are accessible to everyone for the sake of everyone’s 
advancement in learning. 
Spinoza is keen to note how supremely useful the man of reason is to his fellow 
citizens and seems to care deeply throughout his life for encouraging the value of that 
genuine citizenship. One could interpret this to mean that Spinoza hopes the man of reason 
will labor to make all others men of reason. Such seems to be the view of LeBuffe in his 
article, “Spinoza’s Rules of Living,”70 in which he makes the case that Spinoza undergoes 
a philosophical development over the course of his lifetime regarding the tension between 
intellectual elitism and good citizenship, with the TIE presenting a strategy of 
accommodation whereas the Ethics and TTP take the strategy of insulation, i.e., the 
protection of the philosopher from those who are unreasonable.71 In other words, LeBuffe’s 
70 Michael LeBuffe, “Spinoza’s Rules of Living” in The Young Spinoza: A Metaphysician in the Making 
(New York, NYL Oxford University Press, 2015), 92-105. 
71 As I understand it, a reason for this development in Spinoza, according to LeBuffe, is a deeper shift in the 
relationship between the passions and knowledge from the TIE to the Ethics. Clearly, Spinoza does not have 
a very advanced understanding of the nature of the passions in TIE; certainly it is nothing like the innovations 
in the Ethics. LeBuffe is right to point out the difficulty of the TIE because of its lack of clarity on many 
fundamental ideas. In fact, it is not clear that the passions are even considered ideas yet, like they are in the 
Ethics. I would make the claim—maybe against LeBuffe—that the passions are not “mastered” at all in the 
introductory passage. Rather, the passions for wealth, honor, and sensual pleasure that are resolutely 
overcome by Spinoza’s passion for knowledge. Indeed, since the intellect is wholly passive in the TIE and 
KV (not acquiring a sense of activity until the Ethics) it is unclear that the intellect can experience anything 
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idea, if I understand it correctly, is that Spinoza’s early writing, particularly the TIE, does 
not show the elitism of the mature works, the Ethics and TTP. LeBuffe writes of the 
provisional moral rules that “[Spinoza] wants to make concessions to the understanding of 
the common people and even to bring the common people along with him.”72 I think this 
is a misreading. While LeBuffe is right to emphasize Spinoza’s ongoing concern with good 
citizenship, I think it’s more likely that he is still writing for the few about the good 
citizenship they could provide their fellow man than that he is actually writing for 
everyone, without a more specific elite audience in mind. I think Spinoza’s language 
indicates this, as well as the rules themselves. Spinoza notes that even when setting forth 
on the intellectual mission to generate a true method it is still “necessary” to live and that 
we are “forced” to adopt these provisional rules. This is not the language of someone who 
is thrilled at the prospect of crawling back down into the cave, but of someone who does 
so for the sake of coming back to the light. 
In a letter to Bouwmeester (Ep. 37) about the possibility of a true method, Spinoza 
writes, “I should, however, still warn you that all these things require uninterrupted 
meditation, and a constant mind and purpose. To acquire these it is necessary above all to 
decide upon a definite way and principle of living, and to prescribe a definite end for 
oneself”73 This passage is another indication of Spinoza’s commitment for himself, and 
emphasis on commitment when writing for/to others, of the importance of planning and 
other than a passion. Although this passion might be for a more perfect object, it is still a passion. Therefore, 
Spinoza is not calling for the mastery of passion at the beginning of the TIE, but just the resolve to overcome 
lesser passions. To speculate further, I think a case could be made that the young Spinoza’s greatest passion, 
if he is to be taken as the narrator of the TIE, is to feel connected in the world around him, to overcome a 
deep sense of alienation. This explains not only his feeling regarding the emptiness and triviality of everyday 
life and the typical concerns of his fellow man, but also that which he posits as his ultimate goal in the TIE: 
“the knowledge of the union that the mind has with the whole of Nature.” (G II.8.26-27/C I.11) 
72 LeBuffe, “Spinoza’s Rules of Living,” 93. 
73 G IV.189a.10-13/C II.33 
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maintaining rules of living as provisional codes of conduct for the most likely achievement 
of the highest human perfection and the difficult mental labor required to reach that zenith 
of virtue and piety. He proposes a method for living for the sake of a method for emending 
the intellect, which itself is for the sake of learning the true good and experiencing 
everlasting joy. The lifestyle required for such a pursuit, like that of the explorer trekking 
uncharted oceans, is clearly not for everyone, and is a sure sign of his intellectual elitism.74 
Now, turning to the next section of the TIE, we will see how Spinoza mirrors this 
difficulty in intellectual achievement and its adjoining elitism with an equally rare and 
difficult form of perception: scientia intuitiva. 
2.4 THE MODES OF PERCEPTION: §§18-29 
In the second of the six sections of the TIE, Spinoza makes his earliest presentation 
of the various modes of perception, which he here divides into four separate kinds.75 Recall 
that in §§14-15 Spinoza presents six domains of intellectual development for the possibility 
of the knowledge of the union of the mind with all of nature. The final of these six, and the 
first task to be undertaken, is the emendation of the intellect. The first step in this 
74 This is just to reiterate that while I think it is completely accurate to claim, as LeBuffe does, that Spinoza 
has “dual commitments to intellectual elitism and good citizenship,” I think it is inaccurate, as LeBuffe also 
does, to argue that there is a “tension” between the two (LeBuffe 93). Instead, they should be taken as 
compliments. The elite are incited to cultivate in themselves the capacity to reason and to make good use of 
this capacity as considerate citizens. 
75 In 2p40s2 of the Ethics these four kinds of knowledge are revised into three kinds. I will have more to say 
on this as the essay advances, but, I think, emphasis should be put on the revision. These modes of perception 
are not exactly equivalent as those presented later. However, it does seem to be the case that Spinoza 
understands the modes of perception in the TIE and in the Ethics (and the KV, which I will discuss later) as 
the same modes. It is, rather, their description and conception that mature. This is just like claiming that at a 
young age we might have an understanding of trees or dogs, but throughout life, especially if we learn a 
technical enterprise like dendrology or veterinarian medicine, then we will understand that very same object 
in a much deeper way, thereby defining it more accurately. 
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emendation, according to Spinoza, requires a “survey” of “all the modes of perceiving 
which I have had up to now for affirming or denying something without doubt, so that I 
may choose the best of all, and at the same time begin to know my powers and the nature 
that I desire to perfect.”76 Spinoza will, then, simply lay out all the modes of perception by 
which we make judgments of affirmation or denial so as to gather knowledge of the best 
form, but also so as to understand his own capacities more clearly.77 Spinoza provides no 
further explanation, as far as I can see, as to why this is the natural and best place to initiate 
philosophy. 
However, I think with some interpretative work we can gather a few things from 
this passage. First, the modes of perception are the locus of the attainment of the sense of 
truth, i.e., one understands a thing to be true (or false) through a mode of perception. Since 
true knowledge of the union of mind with nature will provide unending joy, and the 
attainment of this joy is the (existential) purpose of the inquiry, an understanding of the 
types of perception is an imperative task for the recognition of the nature of the object 
perceived therein.78 This is the practical reason for this “survey.” The second reason for 
this undertaking is technical. The clause “without doubt” is another indicator of that for 
which we are looking: true ideas and the perception of certainty with regard to those ideas. 
76 G II.10.2-6/C I.12 
77 This latter goal, which aids in the development of a self-understanding, is also important for the endeavor 
Spinoza is undertaking, the attainment of blessedness through the knowledge of the union of his mind with 
Nature. Spinoza notes that this development of self-understanding, his beginning in knowledge of his own 
power, occurs “at the same time,” i.e., simultaneously with, this investigation into the types of perception. 
This little passage, I claim, is actually substantial in reiterating the general thesis of this essay. It shows that 
the practical, self-development of the philosopher is instantiated in the same act of initial philosophical 
investigation. 
78 As we will see later, this is a reflexive process, wherein the philosopher begins by analysis of his own 
ideas, i.e., modes of perception. In other words, on my reading, we can say that for Spinoza, method begins 
with the act of reflexive reflection. It is the study of the ideas of ideas. Right now, Spinoza is still on the path 
to method. This is not yet a reflexive reflection, but simply a phenomenological description of the nature of 
his intellect. 
88 
In order to know what we can know with certainty, we have to resolve how we can know 
with certainty. The “how” by which we know anything is a mode of perception; it is the 
lens through which we see, or the speaker through which we hear. Therefore, we have to 
describe the mode, or modes, of perception that present the knowledge of an object that 
can be accepted without doubt.79 
Finally, and as is clear throughout the TIE, for Spinoza, philosophy does not start 
with definitions and axioms, but with a phenomenological inquiry into the facts of human 
perception on the basis of a simple and original intellectual tool. In some sense, then, 
Spinoza must already know his powers of perception. He must have a baseline intellectual 
capacity. Although this precludes the possibility of an infinite regress, it might seem to 
result in a certain circularity in Spinoza’s argument and certainly forces significant 
questioning on the beginnings of his philosophy. Joachim makes a perspicacious point on 
this issue: “Notice that Spinoza already draws attention to an apparent circle in his own 
procedure…In order to attain the knowledge which is our End, we must first devise a 
Method for purifying the intellect. But, in order to devise the Method, we must already in 
some sense ‘know’ the true nature of our mind; and, in devising it, we shall be in part 
achieving the fuller knowledge we desire—the knowledge of the union of our mind with 
the Whole of Things” (Joachim 25). Joachim might be right that there is a kind of 
circularity here, and this does seem to pose problems. Still, I do not think this is a vicious 
circle, and if it is Joachim’s view that this circularity damns Spinoza’s inquiry, then he is 
79 This will actually be a tricky undertaking because Spinoza notes that there are things he has accepted 
“without doubt” which he has learned by report, like the date of his birth. So even though this mode of 
perception (hearsay) provides Spinoza with information he accepts without doubt, there is no reason to 
believe that he is justified in assuming this information is true. 
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wrong.80 The knowledge that Spinoza begins and ends with are not the same; there is 
genuine progress from simple, original intellectual tools, to the method, to the development 
of the ideas that result from this method. 
I think this issue is similar to one outlined in a footnote above regarding the 
maturation of Spinoza’s conception of the modes of perception (kinds of knowledge). This 
is the problem of beginnings. By analogy, that which will become the tree is already, in a 
sense, in the seed. The fruits of intellectual achievement are grounded in a simpler 
intellectual ability, and the knowledge that is the result of a method is indirectly dependent 
on a knowledge required for the institution of the method. This does not mean, though, that 
the knowledge at the end of the process is the same as the original knowledge. It is radically 
transformed. The circle is only apparent. Of course, one could ask where the original 
knowledge comes from.81 I think this challenge is answered without too much difficulty. 
Since said knowledge is original, by definition, it does not originate. If it did, it would by 
necessity be dependent upon some previous knowledge, which is manifestly absurd. For 
instance, if God is the first cause of things, it would be ridiculous to look beyond God for 
the cause of God. However, this original intellectual tool is not God and is not the first 
cause of all things. One could might question instead how it could be that there is original 
knowledge. This more refined question is not to say that the original tool is not the genuine 
beginning of a process, but asks, rather, how this process could have a beginning. To 
answer this, I think a return to the tree metaphor will be useful. Although a seed is the 
80 There is no reason to believe that this is the case given Joachim’s deep commitment to the text even at the 
end of his life. 
81 I belabor this question of origin because this is an essay on the maturation of conceptual knowledge. 
Understanding the genesis of this knowledge might be key for understanding the development of the concepts 
and the limits that development faces out of a particular foundation. Any full-length account of the 
development of a concept ought to proceed from its original instantiation through its various stages to its 
ultimate form. 
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genuine beginning of a specific tree, and therefore a terminal point in the origin of the tree, 
it is just as obvious that the seed is not the beginning of the kind of tree, but is the result of 
another process, in this case, a parent tree. In this sense, the seed is both the beginning and 
the end of processes, a series of cycles with no definite origin point. There is nothing 
vicious in this endless process, but it is the indication of a larger process in which the 
individual process persists. The same is the case with the intellect: the original intellectual 
tool that we use to survey the modes of perception, although a terminal point in the initial 
rite of philosophy, is itself the result of a pre-intellectual becoming. Since for Spinoza the 
mind is the idea of the body, a particular mind with particular ideas correlates with a 
specific bodily state. In the physical processes that generate human bodies, i.e., the 
biological development of human individuals and their reproduction, there are 
corresponding minds for each individual. Just like the trees, humans undergo a series of 
transformations and changes that situate them within the larger process of the production 
of a species. However, the specific individuals in the human species, or perhaps some 
subset of them, achieve the foundational intellectual “tool,” akin to the seed, that functions 
as the original moment in the process of intellectual development. So, while historically 
or biologically there is a process of becoming without a definite point of origin, within the 
lifecycle of any individual tree, or individual intellect, there is a genuine beginning and 
(potentially) eventual maturation. Compare this to the Ethics when taken as a self- 
contained philosophical enterprise. In this case, the definitions and axioms are the origin 
points for the entirety of the propositions, scholia, corollaries and their ilk that develop the 
system of his philosophy. These definitions and axioms have a pre-scientific origin story 
that can be found in the development of the method (one of the focuses of this essay) and 
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that explain their existence. However, after they are brought into existence, they achieve a 
sort of ideational autonomy that allows them to operate throughout the unfolding of the 
Ethics without reference to the process that generated them. This is not to say that 
understanding their process of generation is irrelevant to a more fulfilled understanding of 
them, one of our fundamental premises. Likewise, understanding the nature of Nature in 
its generation of the kind of bodies (and their corresponding ideas that function as the 
primitive intellectual tools in the human mind for the perception of our modes of 
perception) is, in all likelihood, a very valuable inquiry.82 
Don Garrett, in an ingenious essay, writing against Joachim and Curley on the 
potential for inconsistency in Spinoza’s accounts of method and truth in the TIE, makes a 
similar point. In this related debate, the question is whether or not Spinoza is open to the 
problem of an infinite regress in the determination of a method. Garrett draws on Spinoza’s 
conception of intellectual tools: 
But of course men do have tools; and the problem is solved by realizing 
that, although men could indeed never make tools if they were utterly 
without them to begin with, men are in fact already equipped by nature at 
the outset with certain primitive tools (their hands and other parts of their 
bodies), which they can employ to make somewhat better tools, which in 
turn can be used in constructing a greater number of more sophisticated 
tools. By analogy, it may be possible for us to obtain better intellectual 
82 Recall sections §§14-15 in which Spinoza lists six domains of intellectual inquiry that will aid in the 
advancement of knowledge of the union of the human mind with all of Nature. I suggest that the above 
(knowledge of the origins of the simplest tools of intellectual perception) would fall under category #1, i.e., 
the nature of Nature. As such, it is not a properly philosophical question or appropriate for further discussion 
here. 
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tools—i.e., a Method—if we already possess more primitive intellectual 
tools with which to make such better tools.83 
If inquirers into the Truth (or truths) seek to understand the genesis of these truths, 
and therefore actually understand them in their truth-value, then knowledge of their origins 
and the logical structure of their genesis, is invaluable. It is only through this reflective 
process that Spinoza can produce the definitions and axioms that initiate the long chain of 
propositions in the Ethics. In my estimation, this shows the inestimable value of the TIE, 
despite all its flaws, for the complete study and understanding of Spinoza’s philosophy. 
Beginning, as most inquiring minds do, with the Ethics, gives the false impression that 
Spinoza’s first principles are unargued and without basis.84 Rather, we should be keenly 
aware that there is a philosophy prior to the positing of definitions. In fact, much of that 
prior philosophy is dedicated to the attainment of those definitions, which we will see in 
the following chapter. 
I stress the point that §18 of the TIE is the point of initiation in philosophical inquiry 
for Spinoza. Though it might be somewhat arbitrary to think that there must be a single 
point or event of initiation in the domain of philosophical inquiry, I think it may be just as 
necessary. Positing a particular moment of instantiation allows for the analysis of this 
initiation, the motivations that incite it, and the method of inquiry to follow from it. As was 
mentioned above, it also seems clear to me that this moment, for Spinoza, is best situated 
83 Don Garrett, “Truth and Ideas of Imagination in the Tractatus de Intellectus Emendatione” in Nature and 
Necessity in Spinoza’s Philosophy. (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2018), 153. 
84 This is not to suggest that the passage from the early texts, like the TIE, to the Ethics forms a perfect and 
transparent line of reasoning and that we should therefore accept Spinoza’s definitions, etc. In fact, this 
passage is fraught with problems, not the least of which, as we will see, is Spinoza’s inability to generate a 
definition of the intellect at the end of the (unfinished) TIE. 
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at §18 of the TIE, not the opening pages of Book I of the Ethics. I think this is the case 
whether or not the TIE is actually Spinoza’s earliest philosophical writing. That is because 
this first moment of philosophical inquiry is not necessarily a temporal priority. It is a 
logical priority in which one can assess the reasons for its initiation, as is easily shown in 
the case of the TIE (with the practical/existential impulses of Spinoza’s narrator in the 
Prooemium) and the sense in which the rest of the thinker’s philosophy follows from, and 
can be retraced to, this origin point. For Spinoza, the decision to articulate and investigate 
the modes of perception is this origin point. 
In reflecting on these modes of perception, Spinoza determines there are four kinds: 
1. There is the Perception we have from report or from some conventional
sign.
2. There is the Perception we have from random experience (experientia
vaga),85 that is, from experience that is not determined by the intellect.
But it has this name only because it comes to us by chance, and we have
no other experiment that opposes it. So it remains with us unshaken.
3. There is the Perception that we have when the essence of a thing is
inferred from another thing, but not adequately. This happens, either
when we infer the cause from some effect, or when something is inferred
from some universal, which some property always accompanies.
85 Joachim notes that this term seems to have been borrowed from Bacon’s Novum Organum and that “there 
are many Baconian expressions and phrases throughout the TdIe” (26). Joachim believes that this and other 
evidence, like Ep. 2, suggests that Spinoza had a sustained engagement with Bacon’s work around the time 
he was working on the TIE. I infers that this helps us establish a date for the TIE, roughly in 1661. 
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4. Finally, there is the Perception we have when a thing is perceived
through its essence alone, or through knowledge of its proximate
cause.86
I will analyze each of these four modes, all of which we will return to in the Ethics wherein 
they undergo significant transformation. Still, each kind of knowledge in the Ethics finds 
its original formulation developed out in these original reflective perceptions. I begin with 
perception via report and end with the perception of an essence. 
2.4.1 EX AUDITU 
The first two of these four modes will later be taken as variations of the mode of 
imagination, the first of three modes of perception/cognition in the Ethics. For now, we 
will look at them separately and independently. The first mode of perception (ex auditu) is 
based on information entirely external to the perceiver qua perceiver, i.e., something with 
which the perceiver has no first-hand acquaintance. Spinoza writes that this form of 
perception occurs by report or sign.87 Since there is no direct acquaintance with the object 
of perception, that is, with the object of sense-experience or intellectual reflection, one 
could claim, as has Curley, that the value of report is based on the authority of the 
86 G II.10.9-22/C I.12-13. 
87 I take it Spinoza does not mean there are two different kinds of content to this mode of perception, reports 
and signs. Instead, I think he means to suggest that report and conventional sign are one and the same thing, 
i.e., alternative modes of expressing the same thing. This interpretation is borne out by the fact that Spinoza
only provides an example of this mode of perception for a specific report, and not for a conventional sign,
where the latter is conceived as something other than report. I follow both Joachim and Curley in this
interpretation. However, one could assume that “report” refers only to verbal signals from other language- 
speakers and conventional signs refer to written symbols, etc. Even if this is the case, though, there does not
seem to be any difference between the two in any philosophically significant way. That is, whether or not,
Spinoza reads his birth date on a certificate written by his father or his father tells him his birthdate in
conversation, the authority of the reporter, his father, is the same. Additionally, the nature of the mode of
perception is unaltered even if the sensory faculty necessary for receiving that information is different.
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reporter.88 The value of report (ex auditu), and whether or not the information garnered 
through report should be affirmed or denied, is presumably, then, based on the nature of 
the authority and the relationship that authority has to the perceiver. 
For examples of this mode of perception, Spinoza provides the knowledge of “my 
date of birth, and who my parents were, and similar things, which I have never doubted.”89 
Spinoza does not elaborate on this mode of perception beyond this point. This is likely the 
case because there is nothing valuable about ex auditu for the nature of Spinoza’s 
intellectual project. It is not a mode of perception that Spinoza can rely on to credibly 
distinguish truth from falsity. It is also quite easy to doubt many of the things learnt from 
report, and sometimes experience recommends that we do so, as anyone who has ever lied 
(or caught another in a lie) should know. It is curious, then, that Spinoza makes note of the 
fact he has never doubted the examples of ex auditu listed above. One would expect doubt 
from a rigorous rationalist about these things. Perhaps this is simply because Spinoza has 
not taken the time to doubt these specific perceptions and/or would gain no advantage from 
doing so. Maybe questioning everything that he learnt by report would be exhausting, 
unproductive, or fruitless. Also, it’s quite likely that Spinoza had friendly relationships 
with many from whom he learnt things by report. Whatever the precise reason, Spinoza, 
like most people, simply did not doubt everything he read or heard. This issue, regarding 
Spinoza’s lack of doubt, will be important when we discuss the difference between the 
imagination and the intellect.90 If anything, though, I think Spinoza is simply making the 
88 Edwin Curley, “Experience in Spinoza’s Theory of Knowledge” in Spinoza: A Collection of Critical 
Essays, ed. by Majorie Glicksman Grene (University of Notre Dame Press, 1978), 30. 
89 G II.10.23-24/C I.13 
90 We will discover that, although Spinoza does not doubt the things he has learnt from report, like the date 
of his birth, it is clear that he could, that, upon learning of the deceptiveness of the senses (perhaps from the 
falsification of another fact learnt from report, like the discovery that a friend has been lying, or the correction 
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point that in everyday experience, “knowledge” garnered via report is often satisfactory for 
achieving one’s ends. It is only in theoretical, philosophical discourse that it loses its value. 
Obviously, this is not to say that Spinoza naïvely accepted everything he was told.91 
In correspondence with his friend Hugo Boxel, Spinoza expresses serious skepticism 
concerning the existence of ghosts, regardless of the (supposedly impressive) authorities 
Boxel cites for their existence. More important than his stance on specters, however, is his 
rejection of the value of authority in the discourse on specters, whereas Boxel makes wide 
use of various authorities for evidence of their existence. In Ep. 51 Boxel writes, “there are 
so many examples and stories in all Antiquity that it would really be hard to deny them or 
call them in doubt,”92 clearly taking the volume of report, and nothing but report, to provide 
him with the evidence he needs to affirm the existence of spirits. Spinoza, on the contrary, 
“amazed that men of intellect and judgment squander and abuse their eloquence to make 
us believe such trifles,”93 (Ep. 54) replies to Boxel in Ep. 52 that no author has ever been 
able to prove the existence of such entities to him regardless of their reports. For Spinoza, 
the emphasis is on the proof the author provides, not the authority of the author, and much 
of the discussion bears this out. After a few exchanges, Spinoza becomes convinced there 
is no need for any further discussion on the issue between himself and Boxel. This is not 
to a factual inaccuracy in a news report) he may freely call everything learnt from report into question, like 
his birthday. One need not doubt everything perceived via report. The point is that one could. Problems occur 
when this general doubt extends to other kinds of knowledge, or modes of perception, especially those that 
have the internal mark of truth. 
91 In fact, given the radicality of his views, especially those regarding scripture and miracle in the TTP, 
Spinoza seems to have accepted far less by report, and was more willing to criticize authority, than almost 
anyone in print at his time. Of course, one could claim that Spinoza’s views on these matters advanced with 
his age from the TIE to the TTP, but I think this is unlikely. Spinoza’s excommunication from the Jewish 
community of Amsterdam for heresy, at the young age of 23, is decent evidence, I think, that Spinoza never 
placed undo value on authoritative pretext. 
92 G IV.242.10-12/C II.408 
93 G IV.250.27-30/C II. 413 
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because they have resolved or clarified issues regarding the nature or existence of spirits, 
but because the two men follow such radically divergent principles: “It would be evident 
just from this dispute we are now having—even if reason did not show it—how difficult it 
is for two people who follow different principles to be able to understand one another, and 
to agree, in a matter which depends on many other things.”94 Spinoza ends the 
correspondence by making the same point yet again, which may have given Boxel the hint 
that there was no further need for debate since there is no further recorded response.95 
Though he does not explain what these precise principles are that constitute this 
irreconcilability, I think the main difference boils down to the adoption of different modes 
of perception in speculative inquiry. Whereas Boxel permits the use of imagination, 
particularly in the form of report from supposedly authoritative historical sources, Spinoza 
does not, maintaining that only the intellect should be manifest in intellectual (or 
94 G IV.259.1-4/C II.421 
95 In what is quickly becoming a subplot of this essay, this seems to be further evidence, however oblique, 
in support of Spinoza’s intellectual elitism. If there are persons with different (epistemological) principles, 
as is clearly the case, and those differences necessitate impasse in the discussion of speculative objects of 
inquiry, then there will be no progress in the debate and no headway in the mutual understanding of the 
subject matter. The conclusion (most emphatically) is not that there is no right answer to the question, or that 
the thinkers are working around an antinomy, or that the principles with which individuals approach these 
questions are equally justifiable. These conclusions may lead to the pitfalls of nihilism, pessimism, or 
relativism respectively. The right conclusion is, rather, that as long as some people cling to imaginative modes 
of perception, providing imagination a stronghold in the study of philosophy, they will never make 
advancements in philosophy or speculation. Not only that, their participation and engagement in 
philosophical questioning will only serve to further confuse and obscure the subject matter, making a 
mockery of philosophy and subjecting it to the destitution and humiliation of a compendium of opinions. 
This may even dissuade the uneducated of the value of philosophical speculation whatsoever. I think the 
Spinozian answer to this problem is to completely purge the imagination, and those who adopt principles on 
the basis of imagination, or use imaginative modes of perception (like report) as epistemological or 
methodological foundations, from the study of philosophy. Speculative inquiry should be undertaken solely 
by those who are prepared to use the intellect and the intellect alone, at least insofar as we rely on fundamental 
principles and axioms. (There is a place for imagination in philosophical enterprise, but it is limited and 
secondary. This is an enormous question that I will not develop here.) The problem of Boxel easily shows 
how quickly someone can go wrong if one never takes the time to reflect on the modes of perception and 
proceed to the proper method thereafter. The order instituted by method is the only way to honestly develop 
a proper account of reality. 
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speculative) inquiry.96 So Spinoza’s never having doubted his birth or the identity of his 
biological parents is not based on easy acceptance of any information gathered via report 
but on something else, perhaps a general trust in the honesty of the reporters or the practical 
requirement that one must accept certain facts as facts in order to navigate the world or 
secure an identity, as is discussed below. 
Of course, it is very important to remember that report is clearly not a reliable 
source of knowledge. Report, an eternally problematic mode of perception, as far as truth 
is concerned, has reached a crisis point in contemporary society, one that hopefully reveals 
its obscurity and uncertainty. Emphasizing this unreliability, I think, would go a long way 
to treating the social divisiveness emerging from easy access to prejudice-confirming new 
outlets. Leftists, moderate liberals, and conservatives all consume radically different 
media, etc. Worldviews built atop “knowledge” gathered predominantly from report are 
bound to clash and divide, especially when there is a crisis in reporting. The realization 
that confirmation bias, hasty generalization, and argumentum ab auctoritate can all result 
from this mode of perception might make many of us more hesitant to believe whatever 
we hear, to weigh various reports more carefully, and to exercise more reasoned responses 
to (and awareness of) sensational or biased presentations of information. 
96 Interestingly, though, Spinoza shows that he is not immune from the power of authority insofar as he takes 
some voices to hold more authority for him than others. He writes, “To me the authority of Plato, Aristotle, 
and Socrates is not worth much. I would have been amazed if you had mentioned Epicurus, Democritus, 
Lucretius, or any of the Atomists” (G IV.261.30-34/C II.423). This passage is fascinating for a number of 
reasons. For this essay, the primary point of interest is the indication that some voices may have more 
authoritative weight than others. Spinoza, careful as always, only mentions that he would be “amazed” if any 
of his kindred spirits from antiquity had accepted the reality of specters as others had. This amazement in no 
way announces acceptance, or that the words of Lucretius, for example, count as any sort of full-proof 
evidence (outside of the presentation of a clear proof, anyway). 
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This unreliability is why, I think, Spinoza commentators, like Joachim, call this 
form of knowledge, or cognition, “hearsay.”97 I will refrain from referring to this mode of 
perception as “hearsay”98 or “rumor” since these terms have a pejorative connotation, and 
I do not think Spinoza disparages this form of perception except insofar as he wants his 
readers to follow him on the path to the true order and connection of things;99 there is no 
room for perceptions without the inner mark of truth on this path.100 Though it is clearly 
not the highest form of knowledge, there is no contempt in Spinoza for this mode of 
perception. In fact, in the same exchange with Boxel cited above, Spinoza writes, “I think 
that not only true things, but even trifles and imaginations, can be to my advantage.”101 Ex 
auditu is not to be hated or rejected outright in everyday life, but, rather, to be put in its 
proper place, to be approached with care. Just as pleasure, wealth, and honor are good when 
given proper limit, so too with ex auditu and experientia vaga, the next mode of 
perception.102 
97 Joachim, 26. 
98 Curley makes an additional point on the Latin in his essay “Experience in Spinoza’s Theory of 
Knowledge”: “I have called this knowledge ‘from report,’ which renders Spinoza’s phrase ‘ex auditu.’ The 
phrase is usually translated ‘by hearing’ or ‘by hearsay.’ But ‘auditu’ can mean ‘report’ and ‘report’ seems 
preferable at least in that it does not suggest a limitation to things heard as opposed to things read” (Curley 
30). 
99 That is, he may disparage it as an appropriate methodological and philosophical tool, but does not do so 
in the navigation of daily life. 
100 The “mark of truth” is in the mode of perception, or the way in which the thing is perceived, its form, not 
its content. The same content can be known in various ways, as Spinoza will explain in his mathematical 
example. The division between form and content is only problematically imposed on Spinoza’s philosophy 
for clarity. 
101 G IV.243b.19-20/C II.408 
102 I also venture to suggest that ex auditu is unique in that its value is relative to both individual psychology 
and particular social structures. How trusting an individual is of reported information is largely dependent on 
that individual’s specific inclinations and how trustworthy experience has shown past reports (from similar 
sources) to be. This shows that the value of ex auditu is accidental, whereas the value and trustworthiness of 
ratio and scientia intuitiva, as we will see, is not. 
100 
2.4.2 EXPERIENTIA VAGA 
This second mode of perception, experientia vaga,103 i.e., random experience, is essentially 
sense-perception. It is the sort of experience that is not “determined by the intellect.” In 
this way, it is the perceiver’s experience in a way that ex auditu is not, but there is nothing 
necessary in the conclusions that we draw from this sort of knowledge. The claims that this 
perception is from “random experience” and “comes to us by chance” may be confusing 
since Spinoza is a necessitarian, that is, someone who denies the possibility of possibility, 
or someone who believes that everything must be exactly as it is and could not be 
otherwise. Given this strict metaphysical necessity in Spinoza, it cannot be that the 
“randomness” and “chance” of these experiences is metaphysical, as if they were bizarre, 
continuous occasionalist episodes. I suggest that experiences of this mode of perception 
are metaphysically necessary, as is everything, but accidental or contingent insofar as they 
relate solely to the lived experience of a particular finite individual mind and not the 
intellect. As we will see, for Spinoza, we can divide perceptions into two distinct kinds: 
imagination and intellect. Ex auditu and experientia vaga are forms of the imagination 
whereas ratio and scientia intuitiva are forms of intellect. Imagination, which by definition 
in the Ethics consists in inadequate ideas, is something that is of finite minds. We can say 
that there is a divine intellect, but not a divine imagination. In this way, perception via the 
imagination, whether it is as ex auditu or experientia vaga, is “random” or “chance.” It is 
“fallen” from the necessary order and connection of the essences and properties of things. 
As such, it pertains only to the experiences of individual minds in their particularity and 
103 Joachim and Curley both note that this phrase is borrowed from Bacon’s Novum Organum. See C I.12, 
footnote 15. 
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does not participate in the universal order of nature. I suggest that a more suitable name for 
this form of experience, so as not to confuse the important reading of Spinoza as a 
metaphysical necessitarian, is “happenstance.” The happening of these experiences in an 
individual’s life appears as contingent, as if things could be otherwise, whereas the 
cognition of properties and essences via ratio and scientia intuitiva cannot even appear as 
such but is, rather, clearly and distinctly necessary even in appearance. 
Spinoza provides the following examples of things known via experientia vaga: 
“By random experience I know that I shall die, for I affirm this because I have seen others 
like me die,”104 and also “that oil is capable of feeding fire, and that water is capable of 
putting it out. I know that the dog is a barking animal, and man a rational one.”105 Spinoza 
does not claim to know that he dies because all finite things, which exist in the order of 
duration, must perish at one point or another, a proposition that might be derived with 
metaphysical necessity from other fundamental metaphysical principles. Nor does he know 
from the essence of a dog that dogs must be barking animals. Instead, Spinoza has learnt 
these things, and a myriad of others, simply from observation in his lived experience. He 
has seen others like him die, oil feed fire, and water put it out. In observing these events he 
assumes that he will die too and that the next time he needs to feed a fire he can use oil, 
etc. Also, even if most of the objects of knowledge he has gathered through experientia 
vaga are true, this mode of perception is blind to that truth. More on this is forthcoming, 
but for now just note that nothing “known” via experientia vaga can be known with 
certainty. This mode of perception does not carry within itself the “sign of truth.” 
104 G II.10.24-25/C I.13 
105 G II.10-11.27-3/C I.14 
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Following his examples of things known by experientia vaga, Spinoza writes that 
“in this way I know almost all the things that are useful in life.” Just like the provisional 
rules Spinoza outlined in the Prooemium, the first two forms of perception, ex auditu and 
experientia vaga, are useful in daily life even though they do not have the mark of truth. It 
is definitely good to be aware that water can put out (non-electrical) fires, and no one needs 
to understand the chemical compositions of these things to understand this usefulness. 
Once more, I must reiterate a crucial point regarding the values of knowledge. These first 
two forms of perception are valuable in daily experience, but it is only the following two 
forms of perception that are aids in the particular intellectual pursuit on which Spinoza 
embarks in the TIE and the Ethics, i.e., knowledge of the union of the mind with the whole 
of Nature.106 Recall that this is not merely an intellectual pursuit in the sense of being void 
of affective or normative importance. It is not an inherently disinterested endeavor. This 
intellectual pursuit is fully determined by that practical, existential importance. Still, a 
different sort of practicality remains in everyday life, a realm in which ex auditu and 
experientia vaga are often adequate modes of perception. The result of this process is the 
splitting of two forms of practicality. I will call these ultimate practicality and typical 
practicality. The latter is defined as the state of usefulness in daily life, whereas the former 
is defined as the state of usefulness for the formation of a virtuous character and a blessed 
life. For example, although it may be typically practical to understand how to do one’s own 
taxes or change a tire, it is ultimately practical to understand the essence of God, the nature 
of the human mind, and the method of geometrical philosophy. Distinguishing between 
106 In fact, it is really only the fourth mode of perception in the TIE that is helpful. The status of the third 
form of perception is questionable and receives the widest revision from the TIE to the Ethics. 
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these two senses of practicality will, I hope, keep things clear about the sense in which 
Spinoza is a practical philosopher. 
The correspondence with Boxel also provides us with a great Spinozistic 
formulation of the difference in these two types of practicality: 
In daily life, we must follow what is most probable, but in speculations we 
are required to follow the truth. Man would die of hunger and thirst if he 
weren’t willing to eat or drink until he had perfect proof that the food and 
drink would be good for him. But in speculation this is irrelevant.107 On the 
contrary, we must beware of assuming as true something which is only 
probable. For once we have granted something false, infinite other false 
things follow from it.108 
Typical practicality exists in the need to survive, function, and flourish in everyday 
experience, in the social and biological world. In this realm, ex auditu and experientia vaga 
are perfectly reasonable modes of perception for getting around. In fact, they are more 
reasonable than deductive reasoning would be, given the ridiculously rigorous standards 
one would have to adhere to in order to do anything. To prove beyond the shadow of a 
doubt that a particular cup of tap water is not actually laced with cyanide or some other 
poison might take so long, or prove so difficult for the average person, that one would die 
of thirst waiting on the information. The speculative realm of philosophy, however, 
requires a different kind of perception, one that can only permit the acceptance of doubtless 
truths. The consequences, as Spinoza mentions, of accepting any falsity in speculation are 
myriad. One false move in deductive reasoning could take the whole 
107 Emphasis added. 
108 G IV.260.15-22/ C II.422 
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scientific/philosophical project in an unredeemable mystical direction, totally devoid of 
truth or blessedness. “Caute” was Spinoza’s motto, and caution one must take in all 
speculative enterprise, moving carefully from proposition to proposition, accepting nothing 
out of place or imaginary. 
2.4.3 “RATIO” 
With this we move on to the third mode of perception in the TIE, often equated 
with the second kind of knowledge in the Ethics. This is the first point of major distinction 
in the theories of perception between the TIE and the Ethics. We will deal with these 
differences at greater length in Chapter 4. Here, the goal is simply to understand this mode 
of perception as it is presented in the TIE. I will proceed most carefully in this subsection 
because Spinoza seems very concerned with accurately explaining this mode of perception, 
though the discussion is rather dense. I do not think that is because it is the most important 
type of perception—that is not the case—but because prima facie it is the most difficult to 
understand. Although this mode of perception has some differences with the ratio of the 
Ethics, schematically, it occupies the same position in Spinoza’s theory of knowledge. For 
convenience’s sake, then, I will refer to it as “ratio.”109 
Unlike the first two modes of perception, ratio is a perception of an essence. 
Knowledge of essences will be extremely important for Spinoza going forward; in fact, 
insofar as knowledge requires the ability to distinguish the true from the false, knowledge 
109 These quotation marks are meant to signify the sense in which this mode of perception corresponds to the 
second kind of knowledge in the Ethics whilst being different enough in character to seem a mere parody of 
its mature self. I will speak more to this when discussing the epistemological presentation of reason in Part 
II of the Ethics. 
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of essences, however attenuated, is the only knowledge there is. In order to achieve 
blessedness and the knowledge of the union of the mind with Nature, an adequate 
apprehension of essences is nothing less than essential. However, although “ratio” is a 
perception of essence, it is deeply problematic for Spinoza (at least in the TIE) because it 
is not an adequate comprehension of that essence.110 Although Spinoza has yet to provide 
any definition of adequacy, I think we can easily see how ratio, as described, fails to be 
“adequate” in a general sense. “Ratio” infers the essence of something from something 
else, its effect, not through itself. As we saw above, this mode of perception “happens, 
either when we infer the cause from some effect, or when something is inferred from some 
universal, which some property always accompanies.”111 Since this shows that there are 
two different ways112 in which this mode of perception occurs, I will deal with each of 
them in turn, as well as the ways in which they inadequately perceive essence. 
First, an essence can inadequately, but clearly, be perceived as the cause of an 
effect. In general, of course, an essence is the cause of its effects. This is simply what it 
means to be a cause: to have effects. However, if it is the effect that is directly perceived, 
and not the cause, then the cause of any given effect is known through that effect. The 
nature of the essence is therefore only obscurely113 or partially gleaned. Instead of being 
known as it is, it is known only as “the cause of effect x,” and nothing else can be gathered 
110 This is perhaps another reason Spinoza is so concerned with “ratio.” On the one hand it is true knowledge. 
On the other, it is inadequate. Given this almost paradoxical state, “ratio” occupies a transitional terrain in 
Spinoza’s epistemology. Understanding the shift to “essence” is critical. 
111 G II.10.17-19/C 1.13 
112 As far as I can see, Spinoza offers no justification as to why these two different mental operations, i.e., 
inferring a cause from an effect and inferring a property from a universal, are conjoined in one and the same 
perception. I venture to suggest that both operations view the essence of a thing from an external perspective. 
By this I mean that the essence is not intuitively grasped as it is in-itself but is instead seen abstractly as 
something that must be the case, either as the cause of some known effect, or as the bearer of some known 
property. 
113 It is clearly the cause of the effect, but it is obscure as it is in itself apart from its relationship to the effect. 
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about its nature. Spinoza writes, “This is sufficiently evident from the fact that then the 
cause is explained only in very general terms, e.g., Therefore there is something, Therefore 
there is some power, etc.”114 For example, upon waking up to the smell of smoke, I may 
justifiably conclude that there is a cause of this smell, and I know this with absolute 
certainty. I do not know, though, what the nature of that cause is, that is, whether it is an 
electrical fire, a broken toaster oven, a snuffed-out candle, or a burning bush. In this way I 
know the thing abstractly and from the outside. Spinoza’s example is that, given the 
perception of our own body, the feeling of our own specific physical mode, “we infer 
clearly that the soul is united to the body, which union is the cause of such a sensation.”115 
Despite this clear inference, though, we cannot progress to an actual understanding of the 
nature of that sensation, or in what the union of soul and body consists. In other words, we 
understand that for any effect, that effect has a specific reason for being, but the nature of 
its reason for being, its cause, is unknown in itself. We understand the effect and the effect 
alone. In this case, that effect is the sensation, the feeling of the body. Due to this effect we 
infer that the mind/soul is united to the body, but we can make no headway regarding the 
nature of this union. 
Even with a vague notion of adequacy in hand, I think it is not difficult to grasp 
why the “ratio” of the TIE is inadequate. Spinoza’s example is excellent because the 
knowledge of mind/body union is frequently used by many philosophers in order to make 
extravagant but unjustifiable claims.116 To Spinoza, the inference to the union of mind and 
114 C I.13 
115 G II.11.6-7/C I.14 
116 Descartes, obviously, comes to mind here. Spinoza’s criticisms of Descartes’s mind/body interactionism, 
especially the latter’s doctrine regarding the pineal gland in The Passions of the Soul, are well documented. 
Spinoza presents his most scathing critique of this view at 5pref. 
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body from the perception of sensation is legitimate, but since the cause of the sensation is 
known only through the sensation, i.e., the effect, there is nothing more that can be said of 
it. Since the essence of the cause is known, philosophers who have perceived things in this 
way think they have a right to speak to it. After all, they know that there must be a cause 
of this sensation. However, since it is known inadequately and solely through its effect, 
that is, since the cause is not known through itself, this perception is completely mute on 
the nature of the cause perceived. We might say that someone who knows in this way 
knows of an essence but does not know the essence itself. Philosophers who claim to know 
the precise nature of mind/body union merely on the basis of the fact of mind/body union 
have no more right to their claims than I do if I speak to the temperament of my dog’s 
parents merely on the basis of the fact that my dog must have had parents. 
Recall that the third mode of perception proceeds not only from an effect to the 
cause of that effect, but also, in other cases, “when something is inferred from some 
universal, which some property always accompanies.”117 This passage is notoriously 
obscure. Curley, perhaps unsure of its precise translation, provides Koyré’s as well: “when 
one draws a conclusion from the fact that a universal is always accompanied by a certain 
property.”118 Given that all perceptions of this mode are inadequate perceptions of essence, 
I think it is safe to conclude that what is “inferred” or concluded is the essence of the thing. 
In this case, though, instead of this inference being made on the basis of an effect, it is 
made on the basis of a universal with its accompanying properties. As I understand it, the 
key distinguishing feature that separates the second case of “ratio” from the preceding case, 
regards the manner of attribution. 
117 G II.10.18-19/C I.13 
118 C I.13 
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According to Spinoza, “In the second case something clearly conceived is attributed 
to the cause on account of the effect…but nothing is attributed to it except propria, not the 
essence of the particular thing.”119 Whereas in the first case nothing is attributed to the 
cause except for the fact of its being the cause, that is, that it is the reason for the effect, in 
the second case, properties are attributed to the cause but not its essence. This “second 
case” of knowledge via the third mode of perception is, like the first, simultaneously clear 
and inadequate. In the first case the essence is known, but in a very limited way: it is 
understood only in its relation to some particular effect.120 A cause is attributed to the effect. 
In the second case, the cause is known only via the attribution of particular properties to 
that cause. These propria are aspects of the cause, but not the essence of that cause. 
Nothing is attributed to the essence except particular effects. In brief, there are two ways 
to know an essence clearly but inadequately: as cause of effects inferred from the effect(s), 
or as bearer of properties known through “some universal.” 
Spinoza has not provided any definitions of “universality” or “propria” at this point, 
but he is gracious enough to provide an example of this second form of “ratio”: “Or after 
we have come to know the nature of vision, and that it has the property that we see one and 
the same thing as smaller when we look at it from a greater distance than when we look at 
it from closer up, we infer that the sun is larger than it appears to be, and other things of 
the same kind.”121 In this example the nature of vision is taken as a given. It is already 
understood as a universal nature. It is unclear whether or not the essence of vision is known, 
119 C I.13 
120 Interestingly, Spinoza makes note of the fact that this limited knowledge of a cause through an effect can 
also be negatively construed. In other words, cause can be expressed negatively. Given a particular effect, 
one can conclude that something is not the cause of that effect. 
121 G II.11.8-12/C I.14 
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but it is clear that, in this example, we can understand that one particular property, i.e., that 
the distance of the visual object changes the perception of its size, is a universal property 
of vision. In other words, it is of the nature of vision to have this property. From this, we 
can come to the conclusion that the sun, for instance, is larger than it appears to be because 
we are seeing it from an enormous distance. We conclude, or infer, a property of the sun 
from the nature of vision (the universal) and the fact that the object size varies with distance 
(the property of the universal). The third mode of perception, therefore, when understood 
in this way, provides clear but inadequate knowledge of the essence of something. It is 
clear that the sun is of a larger size than it appears. Given the knowledge that we have 
regarding the nature of vision and the sun as a visual object, this is conclusive. This 
conclusiveness separates this form of knowledge from ex auditu and experientia vaga. Still, 
just because we know a property of the sun conclusively, it does not follow that we have 
adequate knowledge of the essence of the sun. We are partially aware of the nature of the 
sun through our knowledge of one of its properties; its relative magnitude. 
This exhausts Spinoza’s brief treatment of the ways in which we know by “ratio” 
in the TIE. However, before we move on to the final mode of perception, which is the 
most promising for the project of eternal blessedness, I want to reiterate Spinoza’s key 
complaint regarding “ratio,” especially because this will help us understand how Spinoza 
goes from “ratio” in the TIE, which is necessarily an inadequate perception of essence, to 
ratio in the Ethics, which is a valuable, and adequate, source of true knowledge. Spinoza 
writes in a footnote that we must take the utmost care when grappling with this mode of 
perception since it can lead to great pitfalls in understanding. I will quote this footnote in 
full. Here Spinoza is speaking to the conclusion obtained from the application of “ratio”: 
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Although such a conclusion is certain, it is still not sufficiently safe, unless 
we take the greatest care. For those who do not take such care will 
immediately fall into errors. When things are conceived so abstractly, and 
not through their true essence, they are immediately confused by the 
imagination. What in itself is one, men imagine to be many. For to the things 
they conceive abstractly, separately, and confusedly, they give names which 
they use to signify other more familiar things. Hence they imagine these 
things in the same way as they are accustomed to imagine the things to 
which the names were first given.122 
To provide a proper analysis of this footnote, which I think is worthwhile insofar as it 
elucidates a turning point in Spinoza’s theory of knowledge, I will introduce a key 
dichotomy in Spinoza’s epistemology, which is the opposition of the imagination and the 
intellect.123 Roughly speaking, the imagination operates in the first two modes of 
perception listed above, ex auditu and experientia vaga. Via the imagination, the mind 
forms useful beliefs on the basis of inessential and partial knowledge. When the mind 
accepts something on the basis of report, or learns something from its chance experience, 
there is nothing essential or necessary in that knowledge. We can say that something is 
imagined, but not understood, to be the case. The nature of the intellect, which will become 
a major question in the next chapter, operates on the basis of certain, verifiable knowledge 
of essences. From this footnote, it is clear that Spinoza thought the third mode of 
perception, “ratio,” provides certain knowledge of things, but does not do so adequately 
122 C I.14 
123 There is a great deal more to say on the imagination and the intellect, and these concepts will be further 
developed in the subsequent two chapters, though I leave many direct questions of the nature of the former 
to subsequent research. 
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or “safely.” In this way, though it is of the intellect, its knowledge is easily “confused by 
the imagination.” 
There are two things I want to note. First, this reinforces what has already been 
shown regarding the nature of the third mode of perception. That fact that it is easily 
manipulated by imaginative modes of perception reveals that it is not adequate because, 
for Spinoza, adequate understanding, as we will see, provides its own sign of truth. It 
cannot be confused or manipulated because adequate knowledge of an essence is 
knowledge of what that essence is in-itself. The third mode of perception, on the other 
hand, only has partial knowledge of that essence, as if from some external perspective on 
that knowledge, e.g., knowledge of a property of the sun from the perspective of vision, or 
knowledge of mind/body union from the perspective of the perception of bodily sensation. 
Though one may be aware of the fact of mind/body union, the nature of this union is still 
unknown. If one is not careful, then bizarre imaginative notions will latch on to this 
knowledge, leading the individual down a strange path, as happens to Descartes in The 
Passions of the Soul, especially insofar as he assumes that the pineal gland is a source of 
connection between two substances. Say this partial, but true knowledge, of the sun comes 
into association with imaginative modes of perception, rather than being carefully secluded 
in its partiality. Perhaps, upon the realization that the sun is much larger than it appears, 
imaginative minds, that only understand this knowledge abstractly, will connect this truth 
with untrue, imaginative beliefs. Maybe these minds will conclude that the sun is actually 
a giant deity and associate its magnitude with some kind of divine capacity. Or maybe on 
the basis of mind/body union some will assume that God breathed the soul of life into dead 
matter, or perhaps that flesh was sculpted in heaven to give spirits an incarnate playground. 
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The point is simply that when something is known, but not known adequately, it is easily 
conjoined with the imagination to produce confused and distorted perceptions. 
Secondly, and following from the previous point, this footnote indicates that 
Spinoza sees the various modes of perception as engaged in relationships with one another. 
They are not distinct faculties of the mind but capacities of human power.124 As such, they 
appear able to influence one another.125 In this instance, if great care is not taken, then the 
imagination can confuse information gathered from the intellect to produce ridiculous 
results, as exemplified in the mythological creations listed above. This result is specifically 
dangerous for the Spinozian project, as it is conceived at the outset of the TIE, because the 
goal is lasting joy, which comes in the form of the mind’s knowledge of its union with 
Nature. If the mind is led into a tangled thicket as the consequence of its confused 
amalgamation of inadequate knowledge and imaginative perception, then the ideas of the 
mind may develop into such a dark mess that grappling one’s way out of the cave and 
toward the light could prove extremely difficult. The method, therefore, should proceed 
with punishing caution and care. When things are known by the third mode of perception, 
that limited, inadequate knowledge should be protected, and wherever possible, it should 
be supplanted by knowledge of the fourth kind. In short, because of the capacity of the 
imagination to weasel its way into association with true knowledge via “ratio,” careful, 
slow, ordered progress in the advancement of learning should be practiced with the utmost 
seriousness. 
124 This is its own very difficult issue in Spinoza and something I hope to elucidate in future work. 
125 This is a complicated matter, though. In the Ethics, the ratio can lead to scientia intuitiva, but imagination 
cannot. The example of Jesus in the TTP lends further complication to the play of perceptual capacities, and, 
I think, challenges some of Spinoza’s views in the TIE and the Ethics. Again, though, this is research for 
future work. 
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2.4.4 SCIENTIA INTUITIVA 
The fourth and final mode of perception in the TIE consists in adequate knowledge 
of an essence. To briefly recap, note that the first two modes of perception (ex auditu and 
experientia vaga) consist in inadequate knowledge that is not of essences, but rather 
accidents. The third mode of perception, “ratio,” is of an essence, but still inadequate. It is 
only this final mode of perception, will I will here call scientia intuitiva (in order to bridge 
it to its obvious parallel in the Ethics) that functions in the way necessary for true 
knowledge of the union of the mind with Nature. Recall that the fourth mode of perception 
occurs when “a thing is perceived through its essence alone, or through knowledge of its 
proximate cause.”126 Spinoza’s examples of things known by scientia intuitiva do not 
indicate that the disjunct here is exclusive. In other words, unlike “ratio,” which proceeds 
in two different ways, scientia intuitiva is one way of perception expressed in two ways: 
as perception of an essence or as knowledge of the proximate cause. This means that we 
can equate these two things by claiming that the proximate cause of something is its 
essence, or to know something by its proximate cause is to know what it is to know the 
thing.127 
Appreciating exactly what Spinoza means by the adequate understanding of an 
essence via scientia intuitiva is difficult, especially in its earliest formulation in the TIE. 
Spinoza’s examples do not do too much to clear this up, though I will imminently attempt 
to elucidate what I can from their illustration. Hopefully, though, the discussions of truth, 
126 G II.10.20-22/C I.13 
127 Note that this is not the view taken by Melamed in “Mapping the Labyrinth of Spinoza’s Scientia 
Intuitiva” (2013). 
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method, intellect, and definition, all of which occur later in the TIE, will be of some service. 
Therefore, we will revisit the inquiry into the fourth mode of perception at the end of the 
next chapter, before proceeding to a discussion of 2p40s2 of the Ethics wherein Spinoza 
defines his mature version of scientia intuitiva. 
Spinoza’s examples of scientia intuitiva in the TIE are as follows: “Finally , a thing 
is perceived through its essence alone when from the fact that I know something, I know 
what it is to know something, or from the fact that I know the essence of the soul, I know 
that it is united to the body. By the same kind of knowledge, we know that two and three 
are five, and that if two lines are parallel to a third line, they are also parallel to each other, 
etc.”128 This metaphysical example, and the subsequent two mathematical examples, are 
all aimed at showing the reader that when he knows something, he knows the meaning of 
that knowledge, or understands what it is to have that knowledge.129 I think we could fairly 
claim that this means one has an adequate grasp of what that knowledge is of, i.e., the 
essence. 
Take the first example, especially as it contrasts with a similar example of “ratio.” 
This example proceeds from the fact of knowledge of the essence of the soul to knowledge 
of its union with the body. Recall that in the discussion of “ratio” the perceiver proceeded 
from a sensation of body to knowledge of its union with the soul, but this perceiver does 
128 G II.11.13-18/C I.14 
129 In what will be an important epistemological point later in the TIE, reflexive knowledge, i.e., knowledge 
of one’s knowledge, presupposed knowledge. Here, I do not mean that one has reflexive knowledge, but 
rather that one has clear and distinct knowledge, so that when I claim to know something, I know what it is 
to know that thing, that is, I know it adequately, or through itself. If I know something inadequately, or 
through its effect, then this is an epistemologically inferior position in which I do not know what it means to 
know the thing. I do not know its essence. In short, there are three different forms of cognition/knowledge 
with which we are dealing, and they need to be kept straight to avoid confusion: reflexive knowledge, 
adequate knowledge, and inadequate knowledge. Reflexive knowledge is knowledge of knowledge, whereas 
adequate knowledge is knowledge of essence. 
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not know in what that union or sensation consist. In both cases, the knower makes an 
inference from one thing to another, and the conclusion of that inference is the same, i.e., 
the union of the body and soul (mind). However, there are also significant differences. In 
the first case, that of “ratio,” the inference is from an effect to a cause: the union of body 
and soul is the cause of the sensation of the body, but it is the latter (the sensation of a 
body) of which the perceiver is directly aware. As such, this union is only known as the 
cause of the effect, not as it is in essence; it is known to have a particular essence that 
results in the feeling of bodily sensation, but it is not known what that essence is through 
itself.130 In other words, and this is my gloss, the essence is known indirectly. In the case 
of scientia intuitiva, however, the essence of the soul is known from that essence, i.e., 
directly, and the knowledge of its union to the body follows. If one knows what it is to 
know the soul, then one knows that it must be linked with the body.131 Additionally, we 
see in both of the aforementioned examples of “ratio,” that of the perception of bodily 
sensation and that of the nature of vision, that the perceiver proceeds in knowledge from 
something sensory (the feeling of the body, the ability to see), to something essential. In 
this way, at least in these examples “ratio” proceeds from the sensory realm of the knower’s 
particular existence to a different order of being, the realm of essences. Importing language 
from the Ethics to explain an example of the TIE, I think we can say that the third mode of 
perception in the TIE proceeds (at least in example) from the order of existence to the order 
130 In other words, the cause is known to have a singular essence that produces a known effect, but it is not 
known what that singular essence is. 
131 A full understanding of the truth of this example could only be given if we already have this knowledge 
of the essence of the soul in hand. Without this, it is hard to understand how the union of mind and body 
follows. Here, we are concerned solely with the structure of the mode of perception, not the guarantee that 
we actually perceive Spinoza’s example through that mode. That said, I think Spinoza’s later mathematical 
examples are much easier to directly perceive, whereas this metaphysical example probably requires great 
labor in metaphysics to grasp through itself. 
116 
of essence.132 As such, “ratio” is only able to glean that there must be an essence for its 
being. It infers a cause of a different order of being. The fourth mode of perception, on the 
other hand, moves strictly within the order of essences. The inferences it produces are 
internal to the realm of essences.133 Since scientia intuitiva begins with the knowledge of 
an essence, e.g., that of the soul, the implications of this knowledge, that is, the ways in 
which things follow from that knowledge, are apparent through it, e.g., the necessity of the 
soul’s union to the body. 
Spinoza goes on to provide two brief mathematical examples of the fourth mode of 
perception, perhaps because this first example is so difficult. Spinoza writes that he knows 
by this mode of perception that 2 + 3 = 5 and that “if two lines are parallel to a third line, 
they are also parallel to each other.”134 Though these things are clearly and distinctly 
perceived through themselves without difficulty, things get more complicated when 
thinking through these examples by means of the definition of scientia intuitiva as Spinoza 
provides it in the TIE. The essence of these mathematical truths should be perceived by 
their essence alone, which, as I have indicated, amounts to the same thing as knowledge 
through their proximate cause. In yet another case of his all too characteristic brevity, 
Spinoza provides no further elaboration of these examples, but I think we can still parse 
the proximate cause in both mathematical instances.135 The knowledge in the arithmetical 
132 These two distinct orders of reality are part of a complicated metaphysical inquiry that I will not discuss 
at length here. For a good discussion of this doctrine, see Viljanen (2011). 
133 This seems more easily understandable in the realm of mathematics, which is probably why Spinoza is 
consistently reliant on mathematical examples throughout his corpus. Mathematical and formal logical proofs 
do not require any sensory basis but proceed with necessity step by step within their realms of essential 
discourse. 
134 G II.11.16-18/C I.14 
135 For Spinoza there is a sense in which God is the necessary proximate cause of all things. That is not the 
sense of “proximate cause” with which I am here concerned, but it will be important in the ultimate discussion 
of scientia intuitiva. 
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example is the total mathematical truth, that is, the proposition “two added to three makes 
five.” The proximate cause of this truth is the nature of each of the component parts that 
constitute this truth. The concepts of two, three, addition, and equation are all necessary 
for this operation. When these concepts are arranged in the particular order in which they 
are constructed in this example, and all those concepts are already intuitively grasped136 
(like the nature of the soul was earlier), then the conclusion of the equation, five, as well 
as the entire formula, is known intuitively. The same can be said of the geometrical 
example. If we know the essence of a straight line,137 as well as the meaning of the concept 
“parallel,”138 then the inference made in this example is also completely known in its 
essence. For example, in the geometrical example, if we know the antecedent is true, the 
nature of the concepts that compose the proposition, and that the consequent follows 
necessarily from the antecedent, then we know adequately the conclusion inferred in the 
proposition. However, it is not just the conclusion of the inference that is known, i.e., that 
the answer is five, or that the two lines are parallel to each other. One will also affirm the 
entire proposition or formula. Though Spinoza nowhere develops this distinction, as far as 
I can tell, in the TIE or the Ethics, I think resources from the discussion of scientia intuitiva 
in the Ethics provide us with the ability to make this (legitimate) claim. I will return to this 
during that discussion in chapter 3, but I will also simply reiterate here that both 
propositions and the conclusions of the inferences within those propositions are knowable 
136 The issue here is not the process of coming to intuitively grasp each of the concepts that forms this 
arithmetical proposition, which presumably is a process of learning. Properly speaking, that is a pedagogical 
and psychological question and not a philosophical/epistemological question. In other words, I am not asking 
how one comes to grasp the concept of “3,” whether that be from counting, repeated observation of depictions 
of three apples, oranges, etc. Instead, the presumption is that there are intuitively grasped concepts, like “3,” 
and the question concerns the construction of new intuitively grasped (propositional) knowledge on its basis. 
137 In the Euclidean sense, this would be a length without breadth that lies evenly with itself every point. 
138 Note 1d23 of Euclid’s Elements. 
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in their essence through themselves. The proposition can be known through its proximate 
causes, i.e., the concepts that compose the proposition,139 and the conclusion of the 
inference of the proposition can be known through its proximate cause, i.e., the preceding 
clauses of the proposition and the inference of which it is a conclusion.140 In these 
mathematical cases, then, the essence of the thing is known, and it is known through its 
proximate cause, which is the same as to say that it is known through itself. 
Before moving on, though, there is one final peculiarity about Spinoza’s comments 
on the fourth mode of perception of which I should make mention. After providing these 
aforementioned examples, Spinoza makes the odd claim that he has thus far in life learnt 
very little by way of scientia intuitiva. Given that scientia intuitiva shows itself to be the 
most essential kind of cognition on which we are to base our pursuit of metaphysical truth 
and the blessed life, this is curious. Since Spinoza provides no further commentary on why 
he knows so little in this manner, I will provide some brief speculative reasoning why this 
might be so and what implications it will have for the Ethics. I do this because it should 
clarify the development of Spinoza’s project as well as his motivations for adopting 
scientia intuitiva as a standard in that project. 
First, if the majority of what is typically practical in life can be achieved on the 
basis of easily, passively acquired modes of perception, like ex auditu and experientia 
vaga, then there is little need for scientia intuitiva. For someone like the young, pre- 
139 Also, since scientia intuitiva in the Ethics consists of the knowledge of the essence of a singular things, 
this discussion may be helpful in understanding that singular things are composed of simpler things, an 
ontological and physical inquiry Spinoza develops in Ethics 2. A proposition is a singular thing composed of 
simpler things. The human mind is an idea composed of simpler ideas, and since the goal is to understand 
the human mind in its connection with Nature, understanding composition in its relation to scientia intuitiva 
may be extremely valuable to the Spinozian project. 
140 I should also note here that the conclusion can itself be a proposition for further inferences. It may both 
be caused by preceding propositions and logical inferences and may be the cause of subsequent propositions 
logically inferred therefrom. 
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philosophical Spinoza, or indeed anyone who is not actively striving to understand – in 
some form or another – the connection of the mind to Nature, or, in Spinoza’s specific case, 
to live a life of lasting joy apart from the ordinary ways of worldly life, knowledge of the 
essence of things is irrelevant. For instance, an auto- mechanic only needs to understand 
the accidents and properties of things insofar as this allows her to manipulate the vehicle 
in particular ways. Similarly, the musician only needs to know enough about music to 
produce beautiful music, and the native language speaker only needs to know enough about 
the language to speak it. Most of us can get through life on Earth just fine without scientific 
knowledge of the essence of things. Therefore, when Spinoza claims he understands very 
little via scientia intuitiva he is not being self-deprecating or modest. He is simply stating 
that in the realm of typical practicality, it has not been necessary to know things in that 
manner. 
Secondly, it could be that Spinoza knows so little via scientia intuitiva because it is 
very difficult and takes great practice and skill to know things by this fourth mode of 
perception. If this is the case, it may be too time and energy intensive for a finite human 
mind to know more than an infinitesimal slimmer of what can be known via scientia 
intuitiva. The process of coming to learn something and knowing it through itself may just 
be too difficult to acquire much knowledge in this manner. While this may be the case with 
regard to certain objects of knowledge, like the nature of the soul, or the constitution of an 
organism, it does not seem to be the case for other things. Perhaps there is a time early in 
life in which an intuition of basic arithmetic is a strenuously acquired perception, requiring 
the utmost concentration. Afterwards, though, these concepts seem not only easily grasped, 
but that a vast number of similar calculations can be intuitively perceived on their basis. 
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Once I learn the basics in number, counting, and arithmetic, not only do I know that 2 + 3 
= 5, or that 4 – 2 = 2, but many, many other simple arithmetical constructions with which 
I need never have had a previous experience. A teacher can test a student by presenting 
that student with many problems of addition and subtraction that the student has never seen 
before, but if the student understands the concept, she will have no difficulty finding the 
correct answer. It would seem, then, that one could know a lot by scientia intuitiva. 
Because of this, I conjecture that when Spinoza claims he does not know much through 
this mode of perception, he means that he does not know many different kinds of beings in 
this way. In other words, though he may be able to do much in arithmetic and geometry on 
the basis of scientific knowledge, he may still be lacking intuitive knowledge in physics, 
psychology, ethics, metaphysics, medicine, and so on. In short, what he knows via the 
fourth mode of perception is vastly outweighed by what he does not know. If anything, 
then, I think Spinoza is simply trying to indicate the rarity of this form of knowledge, 
especially since this contrasts it with the earlier modes of perception, which, although 
widely accessible and varied, will not be of value in the forthcoming discussion on truth 
and method. Taking this model of knowledge as the epistemological and psychological as 
a prerequisite for the constancy of blessedness, Spinoza might only be suggesting that he 
is still far removed from the sought after state of blessed becoming.141 As such, this 
statement is nothing more than a simple indication that the intellectual road ahead will be 
141 It also may be of interest to note that the frequent use of mathematical examples in Spinoza could indicate 
that Spinoza takes mathematics as a guiding example of what can be known via scientia intuitiva. In this 
sense, mathematical knowledge is a kind of role model for the seeker of blessedness. It is not that one seeks 
mathematical knowledge of the union of the human mind with all of Nature, but rather that mathematical 
knowledge is exemplary knowledge and indicates the path forward by showing “men another standard of 
truth” (1app). G II.79.34/C I.441 
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a long one and that knowledge by scientia intuitiva is a mode of perception with which it 
will be immediately necessary to acquaint oneself. 
2.5 EVALUATING THE MODES OF PERCEPTION 
In any case, immediately after this discussion of scientia intuitiva, Spinoza provides 
one more indispensable example, and this final example is meant to capture the ways in 
which each of the four modes of perception consider the same object of perception. It 
provides the clearest account of the perceptions in an obvious comparison. This is the 
example of the rule of three, another mathematical illustration. Since this example is also 
used in the KV and the Ethics, it is clearly a paradigm case for Spinoza of how all modes 
of perception relate to a single object and compare with one another. Given the frequency 
with which it is employed, Spinoza most likely felt most assured of the value of this 
example for plainly presenting the differences between the modes of perception. However, 
because I present Spinoza’s mature formulation of the kinds of knowledge at 2p40s2, at 
which point Spinoza reuses this example, I will discuss all three iterations of this example 
there.142 
In the remainder of this second section of the TIE, which extends from §§18-29, 
Spinoza is concerned with deciding which mode of perception is best for his inquiry. For 
us, the answer is already apparent: scientia intuitiva, the fourth mode of perception. 
Because, as Spinoza reiterates, we desire to perfect our nature, and there are a few vital 
things we need to know in order (begin to) to do so, the relation of the modes of perception 
to those vital things should be made evident. Fundamentally, Spinoza seeks knowledge of 
142 See “Reason and Intuition in the Ethics” in Chapter 4. 
122 
the union of the mind with Nature, and in order to do that, we need to know “as much of 
the nature of things as is necessary.” Generally speaking, understanding the nature of things 
includes 1.) rightly inferring the “differences, agreements and oppositions of things,” 2.) 
rightly knowing what those things can and cannot do, and 3.) a comparison between the 
nature of these things with our own nature.143 I take Spinoza’s use of the term “nature” in 
this instance to be interchangeable with “essence,” so we are concerned with natures – our 
own and other’s – insofar as they exist in essence, not insofar as we find them in random, 
personal experience. 
Given the previous phenomenological description of the types of perception, it does 
not take Spinoza long to reach a conclusion as to the value of each mode of perception for 
the adequate comprehension of essence. In his brief dismissal of ex auditu and then 
experientia vaga, Spinoza writes that the accidents of things can only be clearly perceived 
by the perceiver who first knows the essence of those things. However, in experientia vaga, 
for instance, the accidents of a thing are perceived without knowledge of the essence, and 
so those accidents cannot be clearly perceived.144 If clear perception of both accidents and 
essences are missing from experiential vaga, especially in its typical form, then it is 
evidently not a standard for true knowledge. If we want to know our exact nature and the 
relationship of that nature to the rest of Nature, then the uncertainty of ex auditu and the 
imprecision of experientia vaga are unworthy of adoption in this intellectual pursuit. More 
to the point, they do not deal in essences. This leaves only the two modes of perception 
143 G II.12.16-22 
144 I think an interesting and, to my knowledge, unacknowledged upshot of this view is that perception via 
experientia vaga may be transformed by someone who is also acquainted with the same object of knowledge 
via ratio and scientia intuitiva. Understanding how the imagination is affected by the intellect and its adequate 
perceptions, is an intriguing concpet for future inquiry. 
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that do in some way deal in essences/natures: “ratio” and scientia intuitiva. Therefore, in 
one way or another, the understanding of essence, the realm of essence, or the essence of 
essence, is crucial to the inquiry. To grasp this, the only mode of perception that provides 
adequate knowledge of essences, scientia intuitiva, is absolutely necessary. 
Despite this, Spinoza reiterates the capacities of “ratio,” writing that, through this 
mode of perception, “we have an idea of the thing, and that we can also make inferences 
without danger of error.”145 It would seem, then, that “ratio,” perhaps in a refined form, 
will also be of service in the coming inquiry. This assessment does accurately follow from 
his previous discussion of “ratio,” but it may still seem misleading. Even though we can 
make inferences via “ratio” without error, doing so is difficult. Earlier, Spinoza made 
mention of the fact that proceeding via “ratio” is not “sufficiently safe” if one does not take 
“the greatest care.” Strictly speaking, then, if one does take “the greatest care,” there is 
nothing to worry about, and everything inferred about the essence of something (from its 
effects), will be accurately grasped. There is no need to abolish ratio from the inquiry like 
we do with ex auditu and experientia vaga, but we do have to be exceedingly careful. The 
ease with which one can accidentally overstep one’s bounds when understanding via 
“ratio” is aggravated by the fact that the essence of the thing is not known through itself 
(or its proximate cause), but rather through its effects. Though we have the idea of the 
thing, we do not truly know what it is to have that idea because we do not have the 
knowledge through itself. Therefore, although it is the case that we can gain true knowledge 
via “ratio,” Spinoza writes, “still, it will not through itself be the means of our reaching 
our perfection.”146 
145 G II.13.8-9/C I.16 
146 G II.13.9-10/C I.16. Emphasis added. 
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I think there are two important points to make regarding this short assessment of 
“ratio,” and on both points, Spinoza shows signs of advancement in his understanding. 
First, Spinoza’s attitude to the value of “ratio” seems to have shifted slightly toward the 
more positive assessment he gives it in the Ethics than the original assessment it receives 
as “inadequate” when it is first described in the TIE. It could be that Spinoza’s valuation 
of “ratio” is waffling throughout the TIE. Since it does occupy a curious position, at once 
both inadequate and true knowledge of essence, this is an understandable vacillation. On 
the other hand, it could also be the case that Spinoza has already adopted a rigorous and 
technical definition of “adequacy” that he has not yet shared with his reader, one that 
mirrors the concept of the Ethics. If the latter is the case, then Spinoza can claim that “ratio” 
does provide us with the idea of the thing, and does so without danger of error, all while 
remaining inadequate.147 
Secondly, the concept of the “through itself,” as presented in the quoted passage 
above, shows the importance of such language not only for the knowledge of essence, but, 
by proximity, the state of blessedness. Since “ratio” provides knowledge of essence, but 
does not do so through itself, not only does it inadequately perceive that essence, but it fails 
to be the tool necessary for our reaching perfection. This is, of course, an epistemological 
failure on the count of “ratio,” but more intriguingly it shows that this epistemological 
failure corresponds to an ethical failure. Is Spinoza’s underlying assumption that there is a 
mode of perception which, “through itself,” is the means of “our reaching our perfection”? 
Presumably, the answer to this question must be yes. If there were not such a mode, then 
147 Of course, as we have already indicated, the ratio of the Ethics is considered adequate. This indicates 
either that Spinoza changes or updates his conception of adequacy or that of ratio. I think it is likely that both 
concepts received more mature determinations in the Ethics, wherein adequacy receive to kinds of definition, 
both as a cause and as an idea. 
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the entire project is doomed to failure, and from the outset the young Spinoza would need 
to reconcile himself to the fact that there is no everlasting joy or state of blessedness 
available to a finite human mind. A necessary condition for this conception of the good life 
would be missing and any human intellectual journey in search of virtue through accurate 
and adequate perception would be in vain. Spinoza is neither a pessimist nor a nihilist and 
does not encounter a reality wherein adequate perception of essence is lacking. This not 
only necessitates that the desired mode of perception is achievable, but that it must be 
scientia intuitiva, since, by process of elimination, this is the only mode remaining. 
Additionally, the upshot of this is that the concept of the “through itself” shows that 
it is a mode of perception, i.e., a kind of knowledge, that “through itself” is (at least) a 
necessary condition for reaching perfection/blessedness. Given that the phrases “mode of 
perception” and “kinds of knowledge” seem to be used interchangeably by Spinoza in the 
TIE, there is a deep connection here between the psychological, or ways of 
perceiving/being, and the epistemological, or ways of knowing/thinking. To know in a 
certain way is to think in a certain way. To think in a certain way is to perceive in a certain 
way. And, finally, to perceive in a certain way is to be a certain way. The connection of the 
psychological to the epistemological is just another side of the ontological entanglement 
that connects the epistemological to the ethical. 
In general, the goal is to understand the nature/essence of things for the perfection 
of our own nature/essence. Note that this is yet another early instance in which Spinoza 
shows the necessity of understanding, now concretized as the understanding of essence of 
singular things, for the possibility of blessedness.148 As such, we are still in “stage one,” so 
148 At this early stage of the ontological entwinement of blessedness and knowledge, I think one can safely 
claim that understanding the essence of singular things is a transcendental condition for blessedness. 
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to speak, of the developing ontological entwinement of knowledge and blessedness. In this 
stage, understanding is a necessary condition for blessedness, not yet the sufficient 
condition of blessedness. Nevertheless, given the preceding discussion of the “through 
itself,” Spinoza seems to be advancing, even within the TIE, to a more fulfilling reductivist 
notion of ontological entanglement. At this point in the TIE, everything hinges on the 
discovery and use of scientia intuitiva. It functions as something of a guidepost. Spinoza 
writes, “Only the fourth mode comprehends the adequate essence of the thing and is 
without danger of error. For that reason, it is what we must chiefly use. So we shall take 
care to explain how it is to be used, that we may understand unknown things by this kind 
of knowledge and do so as directly as possible.”149 
With this short description and evaluation of the four fundamental modes of 
perception in hand, Spinoza is ready to pursue the path of acquiring knowledge of the 
requisite kind, scientia intuitiva, and in a secondary capacity, “ratio.” For Spinoza, then, 
the goal of the entire philosophical project is laid bare before the project, or even the 
method for the project, is under way. This means that, if the TIE can be read as a beginning 
to Spinoza’s philosophy, as I believe it can and should (regardless of whether or not it is 
his first written work), then this philosophy knows what its goal is – at least schematically 
– from the outset. In short, Spinoza seeks “something which, once found and acquired,
would continuously give me the greatest joy, to eternity,”150 and that something consists in 
“the knowledge of the union that the mind has with the whole of Nature,”151 wherein that 
knowledge is of the essence (or proximate cause) of that union. So, the form of the 
149 G II.13.11-15/C I.16 
150 G II.5.15-16/C I.7 
151 G II.8.26-27/ C I11 
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knowledge, the content of that knowledge, and the purpose of that knowledge are all given 
from the outset, and function as a guiding light for the order and direction of the project. 
In a sense, Spinoza knows what the treasure is, though he has never seen it with his own 
eyes, nor does he yet have a map to its procurement. The next section of the TIE is, so to 
speak, the attempt to find the map. 
Of course, it is difficult to find something without a map, but this does not mean 
that Spinoza has nothing at his disposal. He has to make do with the few tools he has in 
tow, i.e., the assertion of the goal of the philosophical project and the mode of perception 
in which that knowledge will consist, as well as some innate tools, which we will discuss 
imminently. While there is no method for discovering the method, lest we become trapped 
in a vicious circle, this phase of the TIE is also not merely a blind experiment by trial and 
error. Although there is not a method, there is also not nothing. Spinoza is not simply 
groping around in the dark hoping to stumble upon the true method. That would do little 
more to guarantee acquisition of true method than playing the lottery would be to get 
rich.152 He has tools at his disposal, and he will use these until he acquires the method. At 
the same time, though, if these tools were every bit as good as the method, then there would 
be no need for a method. In fact, one might say that this set of tools, properly applied, 
would amount to the method. Spinoza must have some sense, then, that while his innate 
152 While someone is obviously more likely to win the lottery by playing it than someone who does not, the 
chances of walking away with the grand prize are still negligible. Or, to use a different analogy, if I know 
there is buried treasure somewhere on the beach, I have a better chance of finding it if I start digging than if 
I do not. Still, if I do not know where to begin this excavation, I will probably die of exhaustion before I 
strike gold. Similarly, Spinoza has a better chance of determining the correct method for his 
philosophical/scientific pursuits by blind trial and error than he would if he remained in the comfortable 
trappings of wealth and honor, and yet he would still be almost doomed to fail. Blind search will almost 
certainly get him nowhere, and he will have left behind the inconstant goods of wealth, honor, and pleasure 
for nothing. Given this, it is wise for him to have something to aid him in his journey before he sets sails, 
even if it is not yet a map. Otherwise, he is liable to become lost at sea and would have been much better off 
had he not undertaken the journey to begin with. 
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knowledge is of some value to him on this long and winding road to blessedness, they are 
not enough and need to give birth to something that transcends them, i.e., a better tool, the 
actual method. 
I will use one final metaphor before passing to the final section of the TIE discussed 
in this chapter. Take the philosopher to be a self-imposed outlaw, brazenly unburdening 
herself of the false gods of wealth, honor, and pleasure. She seeks something new and better 
than the empty ways of the world she has found in routine experience, and so she enters 
the forest as a pioneer, a trailblazer. She does not have the good fortune of a path to follow 
through the thicket, a royal road of science forged by her forebearers. Still, she does not 
come unprepared, but with a basic set of tools (a hatchet, a pocketknife, etc.), and she can 
use these tools to forge her own path. Though this may be a strenuous task, it is better than 
stumbling through the bramble, or getting lost in the thicket. Once on this path, the 
philosopher takes great care to stick to it. She can use these tools to forge even stronger, 
more durable tools. With good fortune and a strong will, she will make it through the forest, 
all the while advancing with more confidence, certainty, willpower, experience, and 
intelligence. 
2.6 THE WAY TO METHOD: §§30-48 
The next major section of the TIE, as I have already noted, moves beyond Spinoza’s 
phenomenological description of the four modes of perception and his subsequent 
evaluation of those modes. In this section, §§30-48, Spinoza writes of the “path our mind 
must enter on to begin well,”153 which I take to be the way to method, and not yet the 
153 G II.18.30/C I.22 
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method itself, the beginnings of which will be outlined in the subsequent three sections of 
the TIE. The way to method, as Spinoza articulates it in the general presentation of the 
contents of the TIE (§49), consists in “investigation according to certain laws, taking as a 
standard a given true idea.”154 The goal of the following excursus for this essay is twofold. 
First, I hope to show how this early attempt at grounding a philosophical project builds on 
Spinoza’s understanding of the modes of perception that I have recapitulated above. 
Secondly, I seek to account for the development of the geometrical method on the basis of 
the way to method in these paragraphs of the TIE. In other words, I hope to show that a 
presentation of the genesis of the method will shed light on the meaning of the method. 
The following chapter of this essay tackles the remaining parts of the TIE after the method 
has been properly instituted.155 The goal here is to show how Spinoza’s early theory of 
knowledge lends itself to the acquisition of that method. All the while, the general thesis 
regarding the ontological entwinement of many of Spinoza’s basic concepts remains of 
background importance. It will be a sub-thesis of the next chapter that the geometrical 
method is, at least so Spinoza hopes, an optimal form of presentation for detailing the 
intimate connection and relationship, i.e., entwinement, amongst various fundamental 
elements of his philosophy. In my estimation, the most important material for 
understanding the evolution of this sense of connection comes in this portion of the TIE. 
In short, then, the twofold goal of this subsection is to situate §§30-48 between the two 
main poles of inquiry in this essay: the kinds of knowledge and the geometrical method. 
As such, it is a fulcrum upon which the project hinges. 
154 G II.18.31-32/C I.22 
155 Note that even this method is still pre-geometrical. 
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Like the previous section, and indeed the entirety of the TIE, Spinoza presents a 
number of very important philosophical ideas in quick succession. Even though they are 
only a handful of pages long, these paragraphs are rife with possibility for fruitful 
commentary. For the sake of brevity and responsible narrative coherence, I will limit the 
following exegesis to matters exceedingly relevant to the aforementioned goals. 
As noted above, the mode of perception Spinoza deems necessary for the 
advancement of his aim is the fourth, scientia intuitiva. Fittingly, then, the method that he 
seeks to discover is a method that aims at, and guarantees, the attainment of this mode of 
perception, or adequate knowledge of the essences of things. The method is for the 
attainment of scientia intuitiva but also for the things that are to be known through that 
perception. As we saw earlier, Spinoza does not totally discount the role of “ratio” in the 
advancement of his philosophy since this does, in an oblique and unsatisfactory way, 
comprehend the essence of a thing. There is room, then, for the method to advance, at least 
in part, by “ratio,” and not merely scientia intuitiva. The goal is to know things by the 
fourth mode, but if the third mode turns out to be a helpful hand in achieving this aim, 
which it will in the Ethics,156 then it is a welcome addition to the short roster of 
philosophically valuable perceptions.157 
§§30-32 concern the original tools for the method and a defense of the view that
there is a clearly accessible beginning to the pursuit of truth and method.158 Spinoza 
156 For a valuable, recent contribution to the study of ratio, especially as it functions to advance the cause of 
the Ethics, see Michael LeBuffe, Spinoza on Reason (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2017). 
157 Note that this possibility is inferred from the logical space Spinoza leaves open when he states that the 
goal is the “attainment” of scientia intuitiva and not that the method proceed by way of scientia intuitiva. 
That could meansscientia intuitiva is achieved by means of “ratio,” but does not indicate that necessarily. 
158 In these paragraphs, Spinoza makes multiple mentions of a work he calls “my Philosophy” (G II.14/C 
I.17). I suggest that this lends evidence to Joachim’s claim that the TIE is a preparatory work for a much
larger, systematic work, like the Short Treatise or the Ethics. Whether or not the theories of the TIE accurately
map on to those of the Ethics is a separate issue from the question of whether or not the TIE is conceived as
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anticipates the skeptical view that the seeker of method could ever find any discernible 
beginning to the process of ordered philosophizing. According to the skeptic, for any 
requisite intellectual tool there must be a prior intellectual tool and so on ad infinitum. If 
this were to be the case, there could be no ground for the possibility of discovering a true 
method because any presupposed ground would also require a reason for being, a ground 
from which it sprang. This is the problem of infinite regress, and such a problem – if it 
obtains – devastates the ability of any philosopher to successfully get anywhere. The 
philosopher would do no better than the fool who blindly gropes through the dark for the 
truth, as was the case in the example above. Spinoza knows that he must discount the 
worries of this skeptic if he is going to make any progress in this early stage of his 
philosophy. 
He meets this challenge by stating boldly that there is an original ground, and that 
this is an innate/inborn intellectual tool. This “tool” will serve as the first tool in a series of 
tools that compounds on itself to reach the heights of scientific truth. Spinoza writes, “the 
intellect, by its inborn power, makes intellectual tools for itself, by which it acquires other 
powers for other intellectual works, and from these works still other tools, or the power of 
searching further, and so proceeds by stages, until it reaches the pinnacle of wisdom.”159 
The pinnacle of wisdom is, of course, blessedness (and its epistemological correlate, 
knowledge via scientia intuitiva), so we should see this original inborn power as something 
simpler and innumerably more prevalent. Spinoza is also aware that this in-itself is not 
enough to wade off all the objections of the skeptic. One could just as easily express 
an introductory essay to such a work. My whole reading of Spinoza’s system hinges on the connection 
between these two works. 
159 G II.14.3-7/C I.17 
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frustration and skepticism with the easy positing of an innate idea as with the assertion of 
a definite beginning in the philosophical quest. Where, the skeptic might ask, does this 
innate idea come from? In response, Spinoza points out, if one is to question where this 
first innate idea originates, then one is not asking a properly philosophical question. This 
question is actually a question for the investigation of nature, a separate domain of 
intellectual inquiry.160 The issue for Spinoza is whether or not there is such an innate idea, 
not how it got there. As we saw with the modes of perception, Spinoza provided no 
genealogical account of their origins. They were, rather, taken for granted because they do, 
in fact, exist. One does not have to know how one sees or hears in order to know that one 
sees and hears. Similarly, Spinoza does not have to know the natural history of the origins 
of innate ideas in order to recognize that he does in point of fact have true, innate ideas. 
The next issue, then, is how Spinoza knows that those ideas are actually true. 
§§33-38 attempt to answer this question, and they do so through the development
of a dualistic conception of the category of essence: objective essence (essentia 
objectiva)161 and formal essence. Although the language is idiomatic and antiquated, the 
formal essence and the objective essence map on to the essence of the thing itself and the 
essence of the idea of the thing.162 The formal essence is of the thing. It is the essence of 
160 Spinoza does not elaborate on this, but I take him to mean that if one has an innate idea that can serve as 
the foundation for method, then one has, in a sense, discovered the origins of philosophical inquiry. Sure, we 
can question where the innate idea originates, but this is not a philosophical question. It is, rather, a question 
concerning the natural origins for the possibility of a mind with the complexity required for containing this 
idea. If there is a sense, in which this is a philosophical question, that is, if good metaphysics can answer why 
minds have innate ideas, it is still not the first philosophical question. The point is to go up the ladder with 
our innate ideas grounding us, not worry about where the idea came from. We might only legitimately worry 
about the origins of this innate idea at this point if we are concerned with whether or not it can be trusted, 
that is, whether or not it expresses truth. For Spinoza, as will hopefully become apparent shortly, this is not 
an issue because true ideas “are their own sign.” 
161 This term does not appear in the Ethics, though it is important in the TIE and also appears in the KV. I 
am indebted to Garrett (2009) for this. 
162 It might be tempting to label these the objective and subjective poles of the essence of the thing, but I 
think this is misleading, not to mention anachronistic. It is doubly misleading. First, the objective pole would 
133 
the actual thing, whether or not that thing exists.163 The objective essence is the essence of 
the idea of that thing, and therefore something wholly separate. In other words, though the 
objective essence is ontologically dependent on the formal essence (the idea is of the thing), 
it is a completely separate thing, and, as such, can be the formal essence of another idea. 
Spinoza writes, “A true idea (for we have a true idea) is something different from its 
object.”164 The true idea that we have, which has not yet been specified, is the necessary 
innate idea required for kicking off the event of philosophy. While the difference between 
an idea and its object is clear enough, “formal essence” and “objective essence” are 
technical terms that, admittedly, make this section more difficult.165 Luckily, Spinoza 
provides two examples that clarify things somewhat. First, Spinoza (shockingly) uses the 
circle: 
For a circle is one thing and an idea of the circle another—the idea of the 
circle is not something which has a circumference and a center, as the circle 
does. Nor is an idea of the body the body itself. And since it is something 
different from its object, it will also be something intelligible through itself; 
that is, the idea, as far as its formal essence is concerned, can be the object 
map onto the formal essence, which is terminologically confusing. Secondly, in the equation of the subjective 
with the ideal, and therefore the objective with the material, there are a number of other metaphysical issues 
that arise that simply make this terminological translation too problematic. For instance, when dealing with 
ideas of ideas, which are legitimate things in Spinoza’s philosophy, the formal essence is itself the idea of 
another essence. In one sense the formal essence of the idea of an idea would be objective, since it is the 
material of the reflexive idea, but in another sense, it would be subjective, sense it is the idea of another 
objective essence. This anachronistic terminology just causes more problems than it is worth, so I retain 
Spinoza’s original wording throughout despite its idiomatic nature. 
163 For Spinoza, the only thing whose essence necessitates existence is God, or substance. Everything else 
that has necessary essence, does not, through itself, necessarily exist. 
164 G II.14.13-14/C I.17 
165 Spinoza, as we have just seen, could simply use the terms idea and object, but chooses instead to use 
formal and objective essence. I speculate that this is because Spinoza is here strictly concerned with essences, 
not objects as they actually exist and the ideas of these objects alone. Ideas of actually existing objects very 
often proceed by the first two modes of perception, and at this point in the TIE Spinoza is committed to 
proceeding only via the modes of perception that deal in essences, “ratio” and scientia intuitiva. Since this is 
the case, the investigation needs to be purely within the realm of essences. 
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of another objective essence, and this other objective essence in turn will 
also be considered in itself, something real and intelligible, and so on 
indefinitely.166 
Since this is a process that can continue indefinitely, according to Spinoza, we could have 
an idea of the idea of the circle, or even an idea of the idea of the idea of the circle, and so 
on. For any formal essence, then, there is an objective essence, and that objective essence 
has the power to function as the content, or formal essence, of yet another objective 
essence. All ideas have this dual characteristic in functioning originally as ideas of a formal 
essence and subsequently as the formal essence of another idea. 
Only the root formal essence, which is not itself an idea, behaves otherwise. In 
Spinoza’s metaphysics, this “root” formal essence is of a singular thing, either a mode or 
substance. Take the mode. Since human beings participate in two attributes of substance – 
thought and extension – and ideas are the modes of thought, it cannot be the attribute of 
thought that houses the singular things, the content of the root formal essence. Instead, this 
would be the attribute of extension, whose modes are bodies, the only other attribute to 
which we have access.167 Therefore, the singular things of the root formal essences are 
bodies, not ideas. This is the case insofar as the discussion is of modes and not substance. 
The singular thing that is the formal essence of substance is neither a body nor a mode. As 
we will see shortly, it is the idea of substance that functions as the original innate idea for 
the institution of method and philosophical inquiry properly so-called. 
166 G II.14-20/C I.17 
167 In addition to being modes of extension, or bodies, the singular things of the root formal essences could 
also be modes of other unknown attributes. The important point is that they are not modes of thought. Spinoza 
is here concerned with articulating and using an innate idea of the mind. He is not primarily concerned with 
the formal essence itself but rather the idea of that essence. 
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Before that, though, note Spinoza’s insistence that the circle and the idea of the 
circle are not the same. Whereas the circle has certain properties, like a center point and a 
circumference, it is nonsense to attribute these same properties to the idea of the circle. 
This is even clearer in Spinoza’s next example, which is of a person named Peter. If Peter 
is a real person, then the true idea of Peter is his objective essence. Though Spinoza does 
not do so, we can hypothesize certain properties of this real entity, Peter. Let us say that 
one of these properties is humanness. Peter, like any other real entity, has an idea that 
corresponds to him. This is the objective essence of Peter. Although Peter is human, i.e., a 
participant in the property of humanness, the idea of Peter – his objective essence – does 
not have this same property. The idea of Peter is not a human. Peter is. The idea of the 
circle is not round. The circle is. Therefore, the objective essence and the formal essence 
are easily shown to be entirely distinct aspects of a thing.168 
The purpose of belaboring this aspect of Spinoza’s theory of essences is to show 
that understanding the idea of a thing is a wholly different business than understanding the 
essence of which it is an idea. Understanding Peter and understanding the idea of Peter are 
separate acts of understanding, and it is not necessary to understand the idea in order to 
understand the thing. Given a little mathematical study, I might obtain perfectly clear 
knowledge of the nature of the circle without thereby learning anything of the nature of the 
knowledge by which I know the circle. Each inquiry is separate from the other. Spinoza 
writes that knowledge of the idea is no more necessary for knowledge of the thing than “it 
168 I say that they are distinct aspects of a thing, rather than that they are different things, because they are 
one and the same thing taken on the one hand (formal essence) as a real being and on the other hand as an 
ideal being (objective essence). Joachim puts this well: “There is here no correlation (no reciprocal 
connexion, no mutual implication, of the two things or terms), but a two-sided identity—a single identical 
term, or ‘something’ displaying its concrete singleness in a duality of aspects, or showing itself in two 
differences which inseparably express its concrete identity” (55). 
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is necessary to understand the essence of a circle in order to understand the essence of a 
triangle.”169 Conversely, one might think that given a little philosophical study one could 
learn something about the idea of mathematical objects, like a circle, without knowing 
much about circles themselves. Spinoza, however, explicitly denies this position, writing 
that, “to know that I know, I must first know.”170 To have knowledge of the idea of 
knowledge, one must first have the knowledge of the thing. Here, to know the idea of a 
circle, one must first know the circle. To know the idea of Peter, one must first know Peter. 
This is the case for Spinoza because knowledge of the idea is parasitic on knowledge of 
the thing itself and not vice versa. The idea is of, or belongs to, the object. 
In §§35-36 Spinoza quickly builds on this central doctrine, which I will heretofore 
call the priority of formal essence,171 to a fundamental claim about the nature of truth: 
“certainty is nothing but the objective essence itself.”172 One of the key components of the 
nature of truth is that a true idea is perceived/conceived with certainty.173 If certainty just 
is the objective essence itself, or at least a property of it, then that would mean that the idea 
of the thing, which is the objective essence, is a specific psychological correlate. For a true 
idea that is the feeling of certainty paired with the content of a specific formal essence. If 
I have no doubt about the truth of a thing, then the idea of that thing is certainty, it is known 
169 G II.15.3-5/C I.18 
170 G II.15.5-6/C I.18 
171 I maintain that the priority of formal essence in the acquisition of knowledge of a thing does not 
necessitate a materialistic account of Spinoza’s metaphysics, one in which material beings conceived as 
objects of extension, logically or really precede ideas. I am making the much weaker, epistemological claim 
that the knowledge of the real being predates knowledge of the idea of that real being, or, perhaps more 
intuitively, that reflexive knowledge needs knowledge to reflect on. 
172 G II.15.7-8/C I.18 
173 True ideas I take to be conceived, whereas other ideas, like those of the imagination, are perceived. This 
is based on 2d3ex of Ethics, as well as a theory of the active/passive distinction therein. 2d3ex states, “I say 
concept rather than perception, because the word perception seems to indicate that the Mind is acted on by 
the object. But concept seems to express an action of the Mind.” (G II.84-85.25-2/C I.447) 
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certainly, and the thing is certain.174 What this indicates is that the objective essence, or 
idea, is nothing but the mode of thought that corresponds to the formal essence.175 As such, 
it is not something that is added to the formal essence, like a judgment that the mind freely 
wills to assert or deny of the essence, as would be the case for Descartes. It is, instead, a 
necessary corresponding element of the essential structure of the thing under investigation. 
Therefore, there is no sense in seeking a “sign of truth” that guarantees the legitimacy of 
the certainty of the truth of the thing. The certainty of the truth of the thing is part of the 
very nature of the thing; it is a constituent element of its ideal half. There is no “sign of 
truth” that, once acquired and judged, is added to the thing itself. It is at this point in the 
inquiry that Spinoza squarely addresses the question of method. He writes, 
Since truth, therefore, requires no sign, but it suffices, in order to remove 
all doubts, to have the objective essences of things, or, what is the same, 
ideas, it follows that the true Method is not to seek a sign of truth after the 
acquisition of ideas, but the true Method is the way that truth itself, or the 
objective essences of things, or the ideas (all those signify the same) should 
be sought in the proper order.176 
As is often the case with Spinoza, there are several things to extrapolate on in this dense, 
little passage. First, the parenthetical clause already shows Spinoza as something of a 
reductivist, albeit one in which we can meaningful explode the different aspects of the 
174 At this point, Spinoza’s epistemology and psychology are deeply connected, a tendency that continues 
throughout the Ethics. “Reason as an Idea,” from LeBuffe’s Spinoza on Reason is an intriguing account of 
this relationship in Book II of the Ethics. 
175 Since Spinoza is situated entirely within the realm of essences, and not existence, I think I can make the 
unproblematic assertion that the formal essence is the thing, and therefore is the mode of extension, or body, 
that corresponds to the objective mode, or idea. The correspondence of a specific idea to a specific body, on 
this interpretation of §35 of the TIE reveals a nascent indication of Spinoza’s parallelism, an important 
component of Spinoza’s metaphysics beyond the scope of this essay, as well as the TIE. 
176 G II.15.15-21/C I.18 
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reduction.177 Truth, objective essences, and ideas, are all the same here.178 Since this is the 
case, we see that, secondly, the method is not to look beyond ideas for the truth, but to the 
ideas themselves. True ideas have within themselves the “sign of truth,” which I take to be 
the certainty that constitutes the nature of the idea. What this means for the method, and 
recall that the discovery and institution of method is the purpose of the TIE, is that it is not 
necessary for method to establish the legitimacy of the truth, or the true idea, from 
something transcendent, or other, to that very idea. As Spinoza noted above, one does not 
need to know the idea of ideas to know that the ideas are true. The stuff of their truth is 
already in them. The problem is merely recognizing what is already there. It would not 
only be unnecessary to investigate the idea of an idea to legitimize its truth, it would be 
utterly foolhardy. It would be a dead end that resulted in skepticism of the possibility of 
science, and skepticism, Spinoza's gravest enemy, must be combatted on all fronts. 
If method does not seek the sign of truth, then what purpose does it serve? If ideas 
need nothing beyond themselves to guarantee truth, then why not dispatch with method 
altogether and do philosophy in a haphazard, indulgent, and poetic maelstrom, like 
Spinoza’s admirers, the romantics and Nietzsche? What would be the point of a method? 
In other words, does method do anything additional for the sake of the essential 
philosophical project, or does it simply formalize, and give structure to, the body of truths? 
177 I do not want to make too much of the claim that Spinoza is a reductivist. I simply want to note that 
Spinoza often brings many different elements of his philosophy back to the same central thing. One might 
call this ontological reductivism. The items of knowledge (truth, objective essence, and idea) might all be 
one and the same thing, and yet have different senses in the discourse. As such they are the same and yet 
different, reducible to one another and yet meaningfully distinguished. 
178 Since Spinoza distinguishes between true ideas and adequate ideas in the Ethics it is important to keep in 
mind that the equation of truth with the way of objective essences in the TIE might not hold for the mature 
Spinoza. This is perhaps reinforced by the fact that “objective essence” does not appear in the Ethics. 
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A true idea is a true idea, and does not need anything, like a method, to legitimize it. So 
why bother? 
In answer to these questions, Spinoza provides some claims regarding the value, 
and necessity, of method. For starters, method is not the same thing as the truth, the 
objective essence, or the idea. These three are the triad that form the contents of method. 
According to this way of understanding, method applies to the idea of ideas, it is “reflexive 
knowledge.”179 Joachim writes, “In searching for a Method, we are not looking for, but 
reflecting upon, knowledge. Our search is not an incompletable regress antecedent to 
knowledge. It is a reflection which presupposes that we already possess knowledge on 
which to reflect.”180 The purpose of method is not to legitimize true ideas, but rather to 
speak to what is happening when we form true ideas, or experience certainty. For Spinoza, 
everyone is already familiar with true ideas. However, we are not therefore knowledgeable 
about what it means to have a true idea. Put differently, we might say that although we are 
all capable of reasoning, as well as having the experience of reasoning correctly, we do not 
thereby know what we are doing when we are reasoning correctly, or what distinguishes 
this from other modes of perception. I can have a true idea, and thereby experience the 
psychological state of certainty regarding that idea and still not know what it means to be 
certain. Again, for Spinoza one can reason perfectly well without a method. One can reason 
correctly about various things in a random and disorderly fashion and never make any use 
of method, and the ability to reason is not damaged (though also not maximized) by this 
absence. “Method must speak about Reasoning,”181 Spinoza writes. Through this method 
179 G II.16.1/C I.19 
180 Joachim, Spinoza’s TIE, 57. 
181 G II.15.22/C I.18 
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one articulates what it means to have a true idea. In a sense, method is the reasoning of 
reasoning. The method makes it clear and distinct what certainty consists in. One way in 
which it does this is by “distinguishing (the true idea) from the rest of the perceptions.”182 
In other words, to proceed methodologically is to reason about reasoning, which is (in part) 
to achieve certainty about certainty, or to show what makes a true idea unique.183 If we 
understand that the method is reflexive knowledge, then we know that it consists in ideas 
of ideas. The objective essence, as we have seen, is the certainty of the formal essence of 
the thing. The objective essence of this thing, which just is certainty, is also the formal 
essence of another idea. This other idea is the reflexive idea of the method. It is the idea of 
certainty. 
In understanding the idea of certainty, the idea of the true idea, what the 
methodologist undertakes is knowledge of the power of the human mind. It is knowledge 
of the nature of ideas and their power. Un-reflexive ideas184 are of their formal essences, 
182 G II.15.24-25/C I.18-19 
183 I cannot as of yet resolve what seems to me to be an issue here. For Spinoza, we have not yet come to 
method properly so-called, and yet, if method consists in distinguishing perception of true ideas from others, 
then it seems Spinoza has already begun to do that in the previous section of the TIE, wherein he classifies 
four modes of perception, two of which perceive essence and one of which does so adequately. If that is the 
case, then it seems to me that Spinoza has already been proceeding methodologically. There might be two 
ways to resolve this issue. One could be to say that §§35-36 represent the stage of the self-consciousness, so 
to speak, of method, and that Spinoza had actually been proceeding methodologically all along without 
realizing it. In this case, though Spinoza has reflexive ideas of the content of the TIE up to this point, he does 
not yet have ideas of those reflexive ideas. On the other hand, it could be that this phenomenological 
presentation of the modes of consciousness is a merely proto-methodological requirement for the possibility 
of method. If method consists in ideas of ideas, then perhaps the ideas of these modes of perception must be 
clearly perceived first, and so Spinoza includes them before the unveiling of method. If this is the case, then 
the fact that these modes of perception are described and presented, but not explained, is no problem at all 
because that is all that one has access to before the institution of method. This second option seems more 
promising to me, but I am as yet unsure of this interpretation. Going forth I leave this problem unresolved. 
The issue as I understand it regards whether or not the first two sections of the TIE should be classified as 
part of the method of true philosophy, and therefore necessary steps in the development of the system, or 
rather pre-methodical excurses retroactively understood as useful for the development of method but not 
strictly necessary. I follow Spinoza’s language, which makes it sound as if these early sections are of the 
latter category, but I do not take this as a firm thesis. 
184 I find it useful to think in terms of levels. Un-reflexive ideas are ideas of the first level. They are simply 
ideas. Reflexive ideas are ideas of the second level. They are ideas of ideas. 
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and are therefore fundamentally concerned with something other than ideas. Though they 
may be true of a real thing, they are blind to themselves. Therefore, if we want to know 
why these ideas are certain, we can understand them only by turning them over – from the 
objective essences they first reveal themselves to be to their dual characteristic as formal 
essences – and investigating their nature. 
There is a problem in Spinoza studies, to which Garrett’s “Truth and Ideas of 
Imagination in the Tractatus de Intellectus Emendatione” elegantly and admirably attests, 
regarding an apparent contradiction in Spinoza’s early theory of ideas. Since Spinoza 
writes that truth is its own sign, it seems peculiar that he also seeks to distinguish true ideas 
from other perceptions. Why would anyone need to distinguish the perception of the truth 
from other perceptions, especially if the truth is its own sign? In fact, it would seem to be 
a ridiculous task, and the rest of the TIE would prove only that there is a problematic 
tension at the heart of the treatise. Should true ideas not already be clear and distinct 
through themselves? And if they are, then are they not obviously distinguishable from other 
ideas prima facie? In answer to these questions, I make two suggestions in Spinoza’s 
defense. First, I think that clarity and distinctiveness ought to be distinguished as separate 
psychological/perceptual categories from certainty. The truth is certainly known through 
itself: the objective essence of the truth is its certainty. Of that there is no question for 
Spinoza. But this is an internal characteristic of the true idea. To clearly perceive it as 
clearly and distinctly true, truth itself must be understood in its distinctiveness. Therefore, 
true ideas must be compared and contrasted with other forms of perception so that truth 
can be seen in its specificity. As evidence for this claim, note the previous section of the 
TIE, with which we just dealt. Even though the third and fourth modes of perception are 
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the only ones that pertain to essence at all, Spinoza provides descriptions and examples of 
all four. He makes no further use of the imaginative modes of perception. They are 
included, I think, simply because they make more evident what “ratio” and scientia 
intuitiva are by their difference. The point is that the sign of truth is the certainty of the 
idea, but the certainty inherent in the idea is not what distinguishes that idea from others. 
It is an internal marker within the essence of the thing. In order to account for the 
distinctiveness of this kind of perception, it must be related to other modes of perception 
that behave differently. In other words, just because an idea bears the sign of truth within 
it does not mean that we recognize it to do so, or that we understand the way in which we 
perceive the thing. 
Additionally, since all ideas are two-sided, serving both as objective essences of a 
formal essence and as formal essences in their own right, the above contradiction is merely 
apparent. It hinges on the assumption that ideas only have one side: the objective essence. 
If ideas were only objective essences, then we could not be reflexively certain of their 
certainty. It is in virtue of their formal essence that ideas can be clearly distinguished from 
other ideas, not in terms of what they are of, but of what they are. Put another way, there is 
a difference between the truth and the perception of the truth. The properties of the formal 
essence of the circle (the thing) are not the properties of the objective essence of the circle 
(the idea). One might very easily recognize the formal essence of a triangle and distinguish 
it from the formal essence of a circle, as many young children do, but not know anything 
about the essences of the ideas of those things. Although the truth of the thing perceived is 
certain, that does not entail that the perception is just as certain. For this, there must be an 
idea of this idea and that reflexive idea must also be certain. Recall Descartes’s 
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Meditations, wherein the author, during his process of radical doubt, doubts the entirety of 
the external world. Although I cannot fail to take my body as certain in its appearance as 
my body, and I cannot fail to take basic arithmetical truths as such, like 2 + 2 = 4, this does 
not entail that the certainty I have of these things is itself certain. After all, a malicious 
demon could be tricking me. I might be forced to think that I have a body, there is a candle 
on my desk, and 2 + 2 = 4, but, in fact, the world is a terribly different place, and none of 
those things obtain. Rather than undertaking a project of radical doubt, Spinoza’s spin on 
this dilemma seems to be to require an investigation of ideas of ideas, which will guarantee 
the certainty of the idea of the true thing. So, the truth of the arithmetical fact that 2 + 2 = 
4 will be stabilized by providing a true idea of the true idea, which, as far as I can tell, 
investigates the mode of perception of the true idea. For instance, I might believe that there 
is a God, which is a true idea, but if I believe this through ex auditu rather than scientia 
intuitiva, then the idea of the true idea is inadequate. In short, Spinoza uses the domain of 
reflexive ideas to show that the way in which we know things contributes to whether or not 
those things can be doubted, a major issue going forth in the TIE, and a key to 
understanding why the modes of perception are positioned at the onset of the entire 
philosophical project. The issue of doubt will be more thoroughly tackled in the following 
chapter. 
Method, then, is able to distinguish true and false perceptions and is necessary in 
virtue of that ability. It is not enough merely to know something. One must know that one 
knows it, if one, like Spinoza, hopes to securely pursue a lasting joy and the knowledge of 
the union of the mind with nature. Method teaches us the power of our understanding, “and 
so restrain(s) the mind that it understands, according to that standard, everything that is to 
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be understood.” On top of that, Spinoza goes on to note that method teaches the 
construction of rules for thinking that will help the mind so that it does not tire in worthless 
pursuits.185 At this point it is unclear how these rules for the mind follow from the primary 
purpose of the method. Regardless, these rules, however formed, save the mind time and 
energy. Although there is little to go off of here, I think one could speculate that these rules 
aid in the construction of the geometrical method, which transitions from proposition to 
proposition by the clearest means possible, i.e., deduction. 
Since the method relies on ideas of ideas, and these reflexive ideas do not exist 
unless there is first an idea, the goal of the project is still to find the first true idea, i.e., the 
“standard of a given true idea.”186 At this point, Spinoza finally seems ready to reveal what 
that specific innate idea must be, at least insofar as we seek the best method:’ 
Since the relation between the two ideas is the same as the relation between 
the formal essences of those ideas, it follows that the reflexive knowledge 
of the idea of the most perfect Being will be more excellent than the 
reflexive knowledge of any other ideas. That is, the most perfect Method 
will be the one that shows how the mind is to be directed according to the 
standard of the given idea of the most perfect Being. 
It will come as no surprise that the most perfect Being is God (or Nature), and thus, in some 
significant sense, the proper method of philosophizing begins with God and the idea of 
185 This last thing is reminiscent of Descartes’s Rules for the Direction of the Mind. It is unclear whether or 
not Spinoza was familiar with this text or not since it was not published until after Spinoza’s death in 1701. 
Nelson (2015) makes a strong case that it would not be ridiculous to assume Spinoza had read Descartes’s 
Rules, since the text was circulating in some unpublished capacity. To my mind, it does not seem a stretch at 
all that Spinoza may have been influenced by this text. Given that Spinoza was predominantly known during 
his time as an interpreter of Descartes, it is possible he was aware of, and acquainted with, the Rules. 
However, even if he was not, the direction of the young Spinoza’s mind was so informed by Descartes, that 
any similarities between the TIE and any Cartesian work is hardly surprising, regardless of whether or not 
Spinoza knew the specific text. 
186 G II.16.4/C I.19 
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God. However, it is as yet unclear why the proper method ought to begin with the idea of 
the most perfect being. Although historical precedence for this is vast, I think that the best 
way to approach an answer to this question is to continue looking at Spinoza’s own words. 
After all, though Descartes, Spinoza’s most immediate predecessor on this (and so many) 
front(s) founds his philosophy on God, this does not have the same internal philosophical 
authority that Spinoza’s own, explicit views on the matter have.187 
Spinoza gives, in the next few paragraphs, a brief account of why “reflexive 
knowledge of the idea of the most perfect Being,” i.e., the idea of the idea of God, is the 
appropriate standard. The answer to this question has as much to do with Spinoza’s goal in 
philosophizing as it does with the nature of God. The nature of God (Nature) is such that it 
is “the source and origin of the whole of Nature.”188 As such, the idea of this being must 
be the origin of all other ideas. In the language of Spinoza’s Ethics, substance (God) 
expresses itself in an absolutely infinite number of ways (attributes), two of which are 
known to us: extension and thought. Substance is the source of all particular extended 
beings (bodies) and particular thought-beings (ideas). In the language of the TIE, this 
amounts to the claim that God is the source of all formal and objective essences. In order 
to come to an understanding of the system of formal and objective essences, and therefore 
a methodological understanding of reflexive ideas – ideas of ideas – it is crucial to begin 
with God. Note that at this point Spinoza does not attempt to demonstrate the existence of 
God. The idea of God is simply taken as the necessary starting point for the possibility of 
187 I am here attempting to distinguish between the question for the historian of philosophy, which may ask 
why Spinoza begins with God, given his particular philosophical milieu, etc., and the question for the Spinoza 
scholar, which asks why Spinoza’s philosophy, so explicitly conceived, demands God as a starting point. It 
is the latter question that I am attempting to answer. 
188 G II.17.6-7/C I.20 
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method. God is the greatest tool in the bag for understanding all other ideas because all 
other ideas find their point of origin in God. Every idea returns to God and springs forth 
from God. 
Spinoza’s ethical/practical goals in philosophizing also necessitate that we start 
with the origin, or source, of all other ideas. As we know, this goal consists in an everlasting 
joy that is supposed to arise from knowledge of the union of the mind with the natural 
world. If the knowledge of God is ground zero for all other knowledge, and it is through 
knowledge that we acquire emotional salvation, then God is clearly the first place to look 
in the order of practical investigation. From this we see that the method takes practical 
concern to be just as essential to its origin point as anything else, if not more so. 
In fact, the enhancement of the method itself is also an important result of starting 
with the idea of God. Spinoza writes, “The better the mind understands its own powers, the 
more easily it can direct itself and propose rules to itself; the better it understands the order 
of Nature, the more easily it can restrain itself from useless pursuits.”189 This rule-based 
guidance and self-restraint through accurate understanding are important aspects of the 
very nature of the method. So, at the end of the day, Spinoza quickly summarizes three 
distinct classes of reasons for initiating his philosophical discourse with the idea of God: 
the epistemological/psychological, the ethical/practical, and the methodological. 
The methodological, ethical, and epistemological also converge on the question of 
the interaction of things. Since, as Spinoza observes, the formal and the objective essences 
are two sides of the same coin, real things interact with one another in a pattern that mirrors 
the interaction amongst their ideas. In the language of the Ethics, the order and connection 
189 G II.16.22-24/C I.19-20 
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of things and the ideas of those things are parallel. Since all things in Nature interact, and 
God (Nature) is the source of all those things, Spinoza seems to make the assertion that all 
things in nature can be known through knowledge of God. The better that we understand 
the connection/interaction amongst things, the better we understand nature. Ethically, this 
is valuable insofar as it heightens the depth of our understanding of the unity of the mind 
with the rest of nature. Epistemologically, this helps us see that the accurate perception of 
essences are intertwined, so that, given intuitive knowledge of any given thing, knowledge 
of other, related things should follow. This allows for greater systematic and ordered 
inquiry in scientific research, which spills into questions of method. The more ideas (and 
connections/relations amongst ideas) to which we have access, the more ideas of ideas, i.e., 
reflexive ideas, are possible. Perhaps the more one is able to comprehend the interaction of 
ideas the more one is able to produce the rules of the method that will in turn produce the 
clearest and most ordered flow of ideas along the most logically rigorous path.190 So 
conceived, I think we can see how something like the geometrical method emerged in 
Spinoza’s world and was so attractive to him. This manner of presentation – the 
geometrical style – emerges naturally out of a methodological inquiry into the interaction 
of ideas, one that finds its foundation in the idea of God. 
We see, again, the convergent interests of Spinoza’s practical aims and 
epistemological precepts. Here, they are both focused on the idea of God as the foundation 
for the true method of philosophizing. They are not as yet taken as, or understood to be, 
190 Note as an additional point that this means the ultimate basis of logical rules is in the formal essences of 
the things themselves and their interactions with one another. Logical rules, like the rules of deductive logic 
that Spinoza ought to follow throughout his geometrical presentation of his system, are not formal laws 
abstractly imposed upon the material, like they may seem. They are, instead, a result of a reflective process 
of understanding the interaction of ideas through the ideas of those ideas. 
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equivalent inquiries. The stage is set for the conception of the ontological entwinement of 
the practical and the theoretical at the onset of methodological inquiry. Understanding of 
the greatest being and the ability to lead the most blessed life are already entwined. 
However, at this point, that entwinement is totally one-sided. Though they are taken as 
related inquiries, they are not equivalent. The understanding of God is understood as good 
as a means to blessedness and, as such, it is still separated, at least psychologically, from 
blessedness: 
Since it is clear through itself that the mind understand itself the better, the 
more it understands of Nature, it is evident, from that that this part of the 
Method will be more perfect as the mind understands more things, and will 
be most perfect when the mind attends to, or reflects on, the knowledge of 
the most perfect Being.191 
The most perfect state of the mind occurs when the mind’s attention is on the most perfect 
Being. The closeness of the entwinement is revealed in this passage. It also shows why 
beginning the method with the idea of the most perfect being is so important to Spinoza’s 
practical goal. 
Reflecting on the knowledge of the most perfect Being is the initiation of 
methodological and philosophical inquiry. In order to reflect on this knowledge, as we 
know, we must already possess it. Luckily, in some sense, we all already have knowledge 
of the essence of God. This is a doctrine Spinoza still holds in the Ethics: “P47: The human 
Mind has an adequate knowledge of God’s eternal and infinite essence” (2p47),192 and, in 
191 G II.16.17-20C I.19 
192 G II.128.4-5/C I.482 
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case that is not clear enough, he continues at 2p47s writing, “God’s infinite essence and 
his eternity are known to all.”193 Therefore the idea of the most perfect being is not 
something that we have to search for to obtain. The precise sense in which this is the case 
is not yet relevant, although it will be later. What this means is that the philosopher, in 
methodological investigation, does not have to come to or discover the idea of God. This 
is a basic, innate idea all humankind supposedly holds. However, this does not mean that 
we humans have knowledge of the idea of that essence, which, as the previous discussion 
(hopefully) made clear, is a separate object of knowledge (even if it is not a separate thing). 
In order to know the idea of God, we must first have that idea. Put succinctly, knowledge 
of the idea of God is not the same as the knowledge of God. Prior to all 
philosophical/methodological investigation, all human minds, and perhaps all entities, have 
knowledge of God (the formal essence) and have that knowledge through the idea of God 
(the objective essence). The problem is that the idea of God has not been subject to 
reflection. One may have thought of God, but never thought about the nature of this 
thinking about God. It is this reflective act that is the second order idea necessary for the 
initiation into method. It is this knowledge of God that is properly philosophical, and it is 
with this reflective act that the method, properly so-called, commences.194 
193 G II.128.13-14/C I.482 
194 Given this interpretation, I am inclined to see the TIE less as an introduction to the method of 
philosophizing, and more as an introduction to the way to method. If methodical ascension to the heights of 
blessedness commences with an inquiry into the idea of God, then the Ethics fulfills this task. It starts its 
geometrical presentation at the right place, i.e., with a series of definitions regarding the nature of God and 
related fundamental ontological categories. From there, it is quick to derive the existence of God so- 
conceived, that is, the existence of God reflexively understood. As such, strictly speaking, the TIE is not a 
necessary beginning in the methodological inquiry into personal blessedness. Nevertheless, the value of the 
TIE remains undiminished for numerous reasons, the most relevant of which is that it attempts to explain 
why method begins with the innate idea of the most perfect Being. The Ethics simply assumes this value, at 
least up front. 
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In the rest of this part of the TIE, §§43-48, Spinoza is keen to argue with 
hypothetical skeptics and critics, attempting a defense of his position. The first hypothetical 
critic wonders if Spinoza suffers an infinite regress in demonstrating that the mind gets its 
direction from a given true idea. As I understand it, this critic has two related concerns that 
Spinoza does not clearly distinguish. First, the critic wonders how it is that a given true 
idea must be proved to be the correct given true idea through good reasoning. If it were 
really known through itself, as a given true idea should be, then why should we reason for 
it at all? This question, I believe, is easily answered by the preceding discussion on the 
nature of formal and objective essences, and the need to reflect on the objective essence. 
This, perhaps, explains why Spinoza presents the criticism, but nowhere – to my eyes – 
does he refute it. He takes it that he already has. Secondly, the critic, now presuming that 
good reasoning is necessary, goes on to argue that if we begin from a given true idea on 
the basis of good reasoning, then we need reasons for those reasons, and reasons for those 
reasons, and so on to infinity. This infinite regress would clearly spell the end to the 
possibility of this manner of procedure because there would be no original reason. 
Spinoza’s answer, though unsatisfactory, is fruit for an adequate response, which I 
will try to achieve here. Spinoza hypothesizes the existence of an unrealistically lucky 
individual, one who acquired ideas in the proper order, presumably at the outset of his life: 
“…if, by some fate, someone had proceeded in this way in investigating 
Nature, i.e., by acquiring other ideas in the proper order, according to the 
standard of the given true idea, he would never have doubted the truth he 
possessed (for as we have shown, the truth makes itself manifest) and also 
everything would have flowed to him of its own accord.195 
195 G II.17.16-19/C I.21 
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Such an individual is exactly the sort of person Spinoza sets out to become. Not being 
fortunate enough to stumble into this lucky life, as ‘never or rarely happens,”196 he sets out 
to achieve it “by a deliberate plan.”197 Spinoza goes on to say that there are reasons why 
these happy circumstances (almost) never occur. These include the obscuring prejudices of 
men, the general conditions of human life, and the labor and intelligence involved in this 
process. Spinoza does not further explain any of these impediments to acquiring ideas in 
the proper order, although he will a bit in the Ethics, but I think they all clearly show why 
the road to beatitude is rarely traversed. Prejudices on the nature of God, for instance, block 
the path at the outset.198 If someone confusedly understands the idea of God, as almost 
everyone does, then he will get no further. The general conditions of human life, which 
have been miserable and difficult for so many throughout history, often do not make the 
pursuit of blessedness top priority. If one is afraid of disease, starvation, or freezing to 
death in the dead of winter, discerning the proper method for scientific knowledge of the 
human mind is not top priority. Say for instance that some lucky individual does not have 
harmful prejudices and is comfortably well-off, choosing to spend his leisure time pursuing 
truth. Even this person, unless he has a remarkable capacity for making distinctions, and 
takes consistent, great effort, will not achieve the way of method, let alone the fruits of that 
method. Given all the circumstances that must be in place, I think we can safely say that 
there is an exceedingly short supply of these fortunate individuals and an even shorter 
supply of those who are successful to one degree or another. 
196 G II.17.20 
197 G II.17.22/C I.22 
198 Spinoza has more to say on this issue in E1app. 
199 G II.17.23-25/C I.21 
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However, it is obscure to me how this answers the question of the hypothetical 
critic. The critic asks whether or not there is an infinite regress in the proof of the given 
true idea. If Spinoza’s method is correct, there must not be an infinite regress. The question 
for us, then, is how does Spinoza’s response to this critic resolve this worry? I am not 
convinced that it does. If some lucky soul acquired all their true ideas in proper order 
according to the standard of a given true idea, then that person would never question a 
thing. The same can be said for Spinoza, who now attempts to do the same through proper 
planning. So, perhaps the claim is that it is rare for someone not to be subject to the infinite 
regress because it is rare for someone to actually begin with a given true idea and to proceed 
with careful reasoning and without fault. This seems to imply that if one reasons correctly, 
then there will not be an infinite regress, which sounds like it must be true, but is not 
helpful. We already know this must be the case. Spinoza does say, though, that “to prove 
the truth and good reasoning, we require no tools except the truth itself and good reasoning. 
I have proved, and still strive to prove, good reasoning by good reasoning,”199 At first 
glance, this sounds like an admission that the infinite regress obtains and that one must 
prove one's reasoning indefinitely. I think, though, that this is a misreading. Spinoza, as I 
understand him, does not take “good reasoning” to persist in an indefinite chain of 
reasoning in which everything requires some further reason for being. Good reasoning can 
accommodate a first reason, i.e., something that is self-explanatory, or that requires nothing 
beyond itself to function as a reason. If we organize the pursuit of method according to the 
knowledge of the idea of the most perfect Being, then, as we will see, we avoid the infinite 
regress because that most perfect Being is self-explanatory. I suspect Spinoza does not 
200 G II.18.3-6/C I.22 
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make these additional comments because to do so would be to jump the gun. At this point, 
he has not yet reflected upon the idea of the most perfect Being. He only knows that this is 
a practically valuable place to start since the mind will understand itself better in relation 
to the most perfect Being than to anything else. So, though Spinoza has a practical reason 
to start with the given true idea of the most perfect Being, and an epistemological reason 
for starting with a given true idea more generally, he has not yet unveiled the nature of that 
most perfect Being. Therefore, the fact that it is a self-explanatory being is not yet available 
knowledge, and so the response to the criticism of infinite regress cannot be adequately 
addressed at this point. This is the best defense I can muster on Spinoza’s behalf here, and 
though I think it works, it is definitely presented in a convoluted, obscure manner, one that, 
to me, causes more confusion than clarification. 
It seems that Spinoza was, to some degree, cognizant of the obscurity of his 
response. He writes the following: “I warn him not to try to reject these things as false 
because of paradoxes here and there; he should first deign to consider the order in which 
we prove them, and then he will become certain that we have reached the truth.”200 I venture 
to suggest that the reason for the obscurity is dependent upon the fact that an adequate 
answer to the question requires access to knowledge garnered in the methodological pursuit 
of truth that simply is unavailable at this point in the way to method. 
In a customarily dismissive response to the skeptic, Spinoza actually makes a fairly 
telling point, one that indicates the depth of his indebtedness to Descartes: 
But perhaps, afterwards, some Skeptic would still doubt both the first truth 
itself and everything we shall deduce according to that standard of the first 
201 G II.18.3-6/C I.22 
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truth. If so, then either he will speak contrary to his own consciousness, or 
we shall confess that there are men whose minds also are completely 
blinded, either from birth, or from prejudice, i.e., because of some external 
chance. For they are not even aware of themselves.201 
It is this last line that is of crucial interest. The idea that self-awareness is so obvious that 
it is incredibly absurd for the skeptic to deny that state harkens to Descartes’s cogito. In 
Descartes (and Spinoza makes use of this in his own commentary on Descartes’s Principles 
of Philosophy), the cogito is taken as a given true idea so indubitable that one cannot even 
feign to deny it. It is this idea that leads to the necessity of the idea of God, but it is the idea 
of God that is, in fact, the most necessary and foundational idea. The same thing appear to 
be the case here. Though it is mentioned only in passing, Spinoza’s causal assumption of 
the obviousness of self-awareness shows not only the entrenchment of his philosophy in 
his predecessor but also that there are some truths that are so evident, of which the cogito 
is one, that doubt is ridiculous. It also seems to indicate that, like Descartes, Spinoza can 
proceed from an idea like this to the foundational idea of God. In fact, Spinoza does just 
this in the Ethics. The proposition mentioned earlier, 2p47, in which Spinoza makes the 
profound statement that all humans have an idea of God, demonstrates its claim precisely 
along these lines. The demonstration is as follows: “Dem: The human Mind has ideas (by 
P22) from which it perceives (by P23) itself, (by P19) its own Body, and (by P16C1 and 
P17) external bodies as actually existing. And so (by P45 and P46) it has an adequate 
knowledge of God’s eternal and infinite essence, q.e.d.” (2p47dem). Without going 
through the entire derivation of this proposition (which would require a proof of every cited 
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proposition in the demonstration, for starters), we can see that Spinoza bases this already 
present knowledge of God on the perception humans have of themselves, their bodies, and 
external bodies. In Chapter 4 we will see the refinement of this innate knowledge reflected 
in a developed understanding of scientia intuitiva, as well as an important metaphysical 
concept: the attribute. 
The remainder of the TIE will be dealt with in the next chapter. These subsequent 
three sections cover the three essential functions of method: to distinguish true ideas from 
other ideas, to provide rules for the direction of the mind, and to give order to the 
investigation, so as not to lose oneself and one’s time to pointless investigation. All this 
will be a prelude to the dispensation of the geometrical manner of presentation, which will 
also be elucidated therein. Before turning to the next chapter, though, I want to present a 
brief account of the modes of perception as they appear in the Short Treatise. This treatise 
provides a few additional insights into the nature of Spinoza’s views on these early 
epistemological questions that help trace the development of these doctrines, but since it is 
not as strictly concerned with these issues as the TIE, I only touch on them briefly. 
2.7 KNOWLEDGE IN THE SHORT TREATISE 
The Short Treatise on God, Man, and His Well-Being (KV) covers much of the 
same ground as the Ethics but with some significant differences and limitations. Unlike the 
TIE, Spinoza seems to have finished the KV,202 though it also remained unpublished in 
202 It is at least “finished” in so far as it does not break off at an essential point in the development of the 
central ideas of the texts and covers in brief all the central themes the title suggests. The questions regarding 
the status of the KV, its language, its development, and its raison d’etre are of some controversy. The 
philological and historical issues regarding the KV are the most contentious in Spinoza’s oeuvre. It would 
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Spinoza’s lifetime. In fact, it was lost to the world until the 19th century and has its own 
strange legacy independent of the rest of the Spinozistic oeuvre. For our purposes, the KV 
is another valuable source for the presentation of Spinoza’s early thoughts on 
epistemological issues. Though it is not a treatise on method or logic, it does contain a few 
important passages, not least of which is a chapter on “opinion, belief, and clear 
knowledge,” analogues to the four modes of perception in the TIE. The KV also includes 
a fascinating early presentation of Spinoza’s ontological argument for the existence of God 
and substance monism. Though I will avoid the numerous metaphysical issues that are 
raised in these opening chapters of the KV, I will show what it might reveal about the way 
in which Spinoza thought about knowledge at this early stage. 
2.7.1 ON THE KINDS OF KNOWLEDGE IN THE KV 
Having a different function in the KV than in the TIE, Spinoza’s engagement with 
the kinds of knowledge, or modes of perception in the former, is far more limited. Still, 
there is much that can be gained from a detailed engagement with their presentation therein. 
take us too far afield from the central theme of this essay. I refer the curious reader to Curley’s editorial 
preface to the KV in The Collected Works of Spinoza: Volume 1, which includes the English translation of 
the TIE, KV, and Ethics used throughout this essay. Therein Curley defends the (apparently questionable) 
value of studying the KV in light of all its historical baggage. In defense he writes, “We would like to have 
some grasp of the processes that lay ‘behind the geometrical method.’ To achieve that grasp, we must 
examine the earlier works that did in fact lead up to the Ethics” (C I.52). I could not agree more. The latent 
processes undergirding the Ethics are of deep importance for Spinoza research. However, I should note that 
Curley’s phrase “behind the geometrical method,” a phrase he has also used to title an enjoyable, little book, 
refers to the attempt to understand the central tenets of Spinoza’s philosophy that are difficult to grasp for 
beginners because of the difficulty of the geometrical form in the Ethics, which Curley calls a “stumbling 
block” for Spinoza’s readers (C I.52). I was one such reader, and that was an original motivation for the 
present undertaking. That said, the sense in which this essay attempts to get “behind the geometrical method” 
is not to subvert the use of the geometrical method in learning Spinoza’s philosophy (by reading the other 
works, the scholia, commentaries, etc.) but instead to understand the reasons for the adoption of the 
geometrical method. The point is not to “get around” the geometrical method but to understand its 
production. 
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This comes in the opening chapters of Part II of the KV, “On Man and What Pertains to 
Him.”203 Chapter I is titled, “Of Opinion, Belief, and Science,” and Spinoza discusses each 
of these in turn. Spinoza’s vocabulary is inconsistent with the TIE, and internally 
inconsistent in the KV, but there is, nevertheless, a clear consistency in concept that 
overcomes this terminological frustration. 
Before proceeding directly to their presentation, it is crucial to know from the outset 
how Spinoza conceives of the modes of perception in general in the KV. Whereas the first 
part of the KV is concerned with the nature of God, the second part is concerned only with 
the nature of one of God’s modes: the human individual. The human being is a mode of 
God but is also composed of various modes itself, making the human being, then, a 
composite mode.204 In order to determine anything about the composite nature of the 
human being, one must understand the fundamental modes of the human being, and this is 
what Spinoza immediately sets out to do. Spinoza writes, “To begin our discussion of the 
modes of which man consists, we shall say: 1. what they are, 2. what their effects are, and 
3. what their cause is. Regarding the first, let us begin with those which are first known to
us, viz. certain perceptions, or the consciousness, of the knowledge of ourselves and of 
those things that are outside us.”205 The modes of perception are, then, on this account the 
fundamental ways of being for the human mind insofar as the human is conscious. 
Therefore, insofar as the human being is conscious it perceives. It perceives itself and the 
203 We might note the structural similarity the KV has in this regard with the Ethics. The KV progresses from 
large scale, universal metaphysical subjects in Part I to subjects particular to the human individual in Part II. 
The same radical reduction in the scale of the inquiry occurs in the move from Part I to Part II of the Ethics. 
Similarly, it is in Part II of the Ethics wherein Spinoza provides his account of the kinds of knowledge, yet 
again with the same mathematical example (2p40s2). 
204 A much more detailed account of the metaphysics and physics of this composite nature occurs in Book II 
of the Ethics. 
205 G I.54.3-8/C I.96-97 
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world beyond it through three distinct modes of perception. As conscious beings, then, 
these are our fundamental ways of being, and knowing, in the world. 
Whereas in the TIE we encountered the modes of perception as tools for the 
beginning of inquiry into truth and method, here we encounter them as fundamental aspects 
of the nature of the human mind. This is not to suggest that there is any inconsistency 
(except in terminology) between the modes of perception in the TIE and the KV. It is, 
rather, to show that they are being seen in a different light, or from a different perspective, 
in the respective treatises. This difference in perspective on the same object may color the 
way in which they are treated and thus, in tandem, we can gather a fuller account of their 
nature as conceived in these two early works. The ambivalence Spinoza expresses toward 
these objects of inquiry is manifest in the fact that they can be referred to both as kinds of 
knowledge and as modes of perception. What this reveals is not an uncertainty in their 
ontological status so much as how to formulate that status. The result is that the human 
mode is fundamentally a mode that knows in these distinctive ways. Knowledge and 
perception are equated and various kinds of knowledge map on to various kinds of 
perception. 
The modes of perception in the KV are as follows: 
1. Opinion, or “‘belief’ (which comes from experience or from report)”206
2. Reason, or “true belief”207
3. Science, or Intellect, or “clear and distinct perception”208
206 G I.54.11/ C I.97 
207 G I.54.12/ C I.97 
208 G I.54.12/C I.97 
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In the TIE we saw that Spinoza presented four distinct kinds of knowledge. In the 
KV there are only three. The first two kinds of knowledge in the TIE, report and experientia 
vaga, are collapsed into one kind of perception in the KV, here called belief, or opinion. 
This shift from four kinds of knowledge to three is something Spinoza will retain in the 
Ethics, a minor indication, to me at least, that the KV was written at a later date than the 
TIE and therefore expresses a more mature viewpoint. The discussion of the modes of 
perception in the KV will continue in Chapter 4 alongside an extended analysis of 
Spinoza’s use of a particularly telling example employed in all three relevant sources, the 
TIE, the KV, and the Ethics. 
2.7.2 THE DIALOGUE OF INTELLECT, REASON, LUST, AND LOVE 
Inserted earlier in the KV than the proper discussion of the kinds of knowledge, is an 
odd, little dialogue between four sibling interlocutors: Love, Intellect, Reason, and Lust. 
Love initiates this short dialogues in the KV by speaking to Intellect, saying “I see, Brother, 
that my being and perfection depend entirely on your perfection; and since the perfection 
of the object you have conceived is your perfection, and mine in turn proceeds from yours, 
tell me, I beg you, whether you have conceived a supremely perfect being.”209 One is hard 
pressed to find a clearer indication of Spinoza’s ongoing commitment to the connection 
between the practical and the theoretical. Affective perfection, imprecisely formulated in 
the character of Love in the KV, is the logical result of intellectual achievement, 
specifically of the intuitive knowledge of God. 
209 G I.28.5-9/C I.73 
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Intellect, who has seemingly achieved this sought-after perfection, responds, “I 
consider Nature only as completely infinite and supremely perfect. If you doubt this, ask 
Reason. He will tell you this.”210 There are two things that are particularly intriguing for 
us about this response. The first regards the thesis of this essay. In this dialogue, Intellect 
has the conception of the nature of God that Love requires in order to realize its own 
perfection and yet Love is still begging Intellect to inform it of this knowledge. For the 
mature Spinoza of the Ethics, it would not be possible for the intellect to have this intuitive 
grasp of God’s essence without the love of God necessarily following therefrom. In the 
Ethics, the affective correlate of the intellect’s knowledge spontaneously coincides with 
that knowledge. In fact, even this formulation may be misleading. We might more 
accurately say that the love of God is an aspect of this very knowledge of God. In this 
dialogue in the KV, though, which some have speculated may date from a different time 
than the rest of the text,211 Love requests access to the knowledge of Intellect. As presented, 
this means that Love is not an aspect of intuitive knowledge but is something wholly 
separate. This might indicate an underdeveloped affective theory in comparison with the 
Ethics, perhaps indicating also that the intellect is still conceived as wholly passive. Of 
course, this could be the result of a stylistic decision,212 but it also might be the result of a 
less mature understanding of the relationship between affect and knowledge. Since 
affective state and ethical position are equivalent in Spinoza’s Ethics (5p42), love has 
210 G I.28.12-14/C I.73 
211 See C I.73. 
212 If this is the case, though, that is possibly an indication that Spinoza at some point realized the need for a 
new method of presentation. The geometrical method might have been adapted in order to show more 
precisely the interrelation of his concepts, including love and intellect. However, it could also just be the case 
that Spinoza did not have as adequate a grasp on the relationship between these concepts at this stage in his 
development. We could even hypothesize a hybrid account of this issue in which the imprecision in Spinoza’s 
thought regarding the relationship between these concepts is the result of the way in which he formulates 
them, i.e., through dialogue rather than deductive chains of proof. 
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ethical valence. The intellectual love of God is the sought-after practical knowledge that 
motivates Spinoza’s philosophy. In the KV, the practical and theoretical are still separated, 
and the practical goal is still conceived as something posterior to theoretical practice. In 
other words, the ethical disposition Spinoza seeks is considered ontologically dependent 
upon intellectual achievement rather than ontologically concurrent with this achievement. 
The second aspect of Intellect’s reply to make note of is that Intellect makes no 
effort to explain itself. Rather, it tells Love to ask Reason if Love is in doubt of Intellect’s 
claim. Putting aside the problem of whether or not Love could doubt the knowledge of 
Intellect, it is fascinating to note that it is Reason who engages in any further discourse 
about the knowledge of God through the remainder of the dialogue. Intellect does not speak 
again. I think this may indicate that at this early stage, Spinoza sees reason, but not 
intuition, as discursive.213 We saw above Spinoza’s distinction between true belief and 
clear and distinct perception. True belief, which I think is justifiably equated with Reason 
at this stage in Spinoza’s development, understands the necessity with which things must 
be the case through deductive inference. Just as in Spinoza’s oft repeated mathematical 
example, one can deduce the necessity of the answer by using the art of reason, so here 
Reason argues by means of dialectic, another philosophical art. Intellect, which at once 
encompasses reason and expands beyond reason’s purvey, does not, at its pinnacle (in 
intuitive perception) require or engage in, anything akin to “art” or techne. It knows as God 
knows. We will expand on this theme, and the distinction between reason and intuitive 
213 I should also note that Curley translates “verstand” as “Intellect.” He writes, “None of the Latin terms 
which verstand usually translates seem quite right, since in the dialogue it is contrasted with reason in the 
way intuitive knowledge typically is” (C I.73). 
162 
knowledge, in Chapter 4. In the following chapter, we will attempt some mild clarity on 
the overarching nature of the intellect. 
2.7.3 ATTRIBUTES AND PROPRIA: A REAING OF SPINOZA’S EPISTEMOLOGY 
IN CHAPTER II OF PART I OF THE KV 
The first part of the KV is titled, “Of God and What Pertains to Him” and the second 
chapter covers the essence of God. After it has been deduced that God exists in Chapter I, 
Chapter II discusses God’s nature. This chapter contains a number of mereological and 
metaphysical issues, including a presentation of Spinoza’s three ontological categories: 
substance, attribute, and mode. The attributes of God are infinite, but, as Spinoza points 
out, “those which are known to us consist only of two, viz. thought and extension, for we 
are speaking here only of attributes which one could call God’s proper attributes, through 
which we come to know him in himself, and not as acting outside himself.”214 In other 
words, we have genuine access to, i.e., knowledge of, the essence of God, that is as he is in 
himself, through these attributes, thought and extension. Spinoza continues: 
Everything which men ascribe to God besides these two attributes, must, if 
it does otherwise belong to him, either be an extrinsic denomination, such 
as existing through himself, being eternal, one, immutable, etc., or be in 
respect to his actions, such as that he is a cause, a predeterminer, and ruler 
of all things. These are all propria of God, but they do not give us any 
knowledge of what he is.215 
214 G I.27.13-17/C I.73 
215 G I.27.19-24/C I.73 
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In light of what we have learnt from the proceeding discussions on modes of perception, I 
think there is much we can learn from this passage. Firstly, we see that extrinsic 
denominations of God and actions of God are contrasted with the attributes. The attributes 
alone provide intrinsic knowledge of the essence of God. Insofar as neither these extrinsic 
denominations nor the actions of God provide any knowledge of what God is i.e., of the 
essence of God, they are not aspects of intuitively grasped fundamental knowledge. This 
does not mean that these denominations and actions (eternity, immutability, etc.) are not 
properly ascribed to God. For Spinoza they are, most certainly, God’s propria. They can 
accurately be said of God. However, they do not express God’s inmost essence. The 
essential distinction, then, is between God’s attributes, which are expressions of his 
essence, and God’s propria, which are not. Knowledge of propria may follow from intuitive 
knowledge of the essence of God. As we learned in the TIE, knowledge of the properties 
of a thing follow from knowledge of the essence of the thing. It is Reason in the 
aforementioned dialogue that speaks of God in terms of these propria, not Intellect. 
Here we see that we have knowledge of two of God’s infinite attributes (of which 
there are infinitely many). These are thought and extension. Human beings are finite modes 
of thought and extension. That is, we exist as affections of these two infinite expressions 
of God’s eternal essence. We do not have to acquire knowledge of thought and extension 
in-themselves because we are of them, we persist through them. This is the key 
epistemological point. Intuitive knowledge of God’s essence is already ours (regardless of 
whether or not we are aware of this knowledge) because of our ontological position as 
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finite modes of those attributes.216 At the same time, we know that God, as an absolutely 
infinite substance217 consisting of an infinity of other attributes of which we do not 
necessarily have clear intuitive knowledge. 
Spinoza has often been called a philosopher of pure immanence, most notably by 
Deleuze,218 but also by Viljanen who puts it well in his Spinoza’s Geometry of Power: 
“Spinoza’s conception may duly by called immanentist, for it recognizes no ontological 
gulf between God and creatures; rather the latter are modifications or states of attributes 
constituting the divine nature itself.”219 This passage from chapter II of the KV is a 
revealing insight into the depths of that immanentism, but with an epistemological twist. 
Not only, is Spinoza a metaphysician of pure immanence, which seems to be the way in 
which commentators usually refer to his immanentism, but he is also an epistemological 
immanentist insofar as the highest form of knowledge is a knowledge of the intrinsic 
essence of the thing known, or is inside and of the known beyond which there is nothing. 
Here we see that there is no knowledge of the essence of God, that is, nothing beyond 
belief, which is not intrinsic to God. This immanentist epistemology, which is substantiated 
216 This theme is taken up again and extended in the Ethics wherein Spinoza includes the radical proposition, 
“The human Mind has an adequate knowledge of God’s eternal and infinite essence” (2p47) and the even 
more radical claim in the scholia that “God’s infinite essence and his eternity are known to all” (2p47s). 
217 Although Spinoza distinguishes between the absolutely infinite and the infinite in the Ethics it is unclear 
whether or not Spinoza has developed that distinction at the time of the KV. The absolutely infinite is not 
infinite in its kind, but contains the complete infinity of all infinities. For instance, thought and extension are 
both infinite in their kind, but they are not absolutely infinite because they are each only one of the infinite 
ways in which God expresses his essence. God, on the other hand, is both the infinity of thought and extension 
and an infinity of other attributes, the latter of which are imperceptible for humans. Spinoza’s use of the term 
“infinite” in the KV seems to indicate that it means the absolutely infinite insofar as it refers to God. Since 
attributes of God are also referred to as “infinite,” I think one could justifiably claim that Spinoza’s use of 
“infinite” is equivocal in the KV. It is used in two clearly distinct senses, but that distinction is never explicitly 
made, like it is in the Ethics with the modifier “absolutely” for the infinity of God. 
218 Gilles Deleuze, Expressionism in Philosophy: Spinoza (Brooklyn, NY: Zone Books, 1990) 
219 Valtteri Viljanen, Spinoza’s Geometry of Power (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 26. 
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at much greater length in the Ethics, and which we will take up again in Chapter 4, is a key 
aspect of my theory of ontological entanglement. 
2.8 CONCLUSION 
Although the Ethics and the KV share much in common, the method of presentation 
is radically different. Unlike the Ethics, or even Spinoza’s commentary on Descartes’s 
Principles of Philosophy, the KV is not written in the geometrical manner, except for a 
brief “appendix” in which Spinoza attempts a short foray in geometrical style. Spinoza’s 
decision not to publish the KV may be, at least in part, a function of his dissatisfaction with 
its disjointed manner of presentation. The next chapter focuses on the development and 
execution of the geometrical method on the basis of a continued engagement with the TIE. 
The remainder of the TIE functions as the beginning of the true method of philosophizing. 
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CHAPTER THREE: 
BUILDING A METHOD 
3.1 INTRODUCTION 
Thus far in this essay we have established a few important elements in Spinoza’s 
way to scientific philosophizing. First, I emphasized the practical/existential drive that 
motivates Spinoza’s attempt at true understanding of human life and the way to achieve its 
blessedness. In the TIE, this is outlined in the Prooemium, §§1-17. Then, in §§18-29, 
Spinoza describes four kinds of perception, or ways of knowing. Two of these four ways 
of knowing, ratio and scientia intuitiva have some relation, be it adequate or inadequate, 
to the essences of things. We can see, then, that from the beginning, Spinoza is keen to 
develop a preliminary account of the practical importance of philosophy and the 
epistemological tools, i.e., the way(s) of understanding, for the achievement of that goal. 
Their fundamental connection, in some vague sense, is a presumption of the entire 
enterprise. 
On the basis of §§1-29, the first leg of the primary introductory work to Spinoza’s 
philosophy, the resources are at hand for the culmination of complete ontological 
entanglement of the (ultimate) good and the (most) true life, in Spinoza’s intellectualist 
ethics.1   First,   Spinoza   provides   the practical   motivation:   the rejection   of total 
1 I qualify the good and the true as such because this essay does not provide a complex theory of the 
relationship between each mode of perception and the relative “goodness” of each individual’s life. Though 
this would certainly be an extremely interesting project, it is beyond the scope of this essay, the task of which 
is to follow Spinoza’s thread on epistemological-ethical relations in their development throughout his work 
to his ultimate practical goal, blessedness. Additionally, it does not seem to be true that knowledge of the 
truth is necessarily a good thing for all people at all times, so I hope to avoid a more general reading of 
Spinoza’s intellectualism that reduces the good to the true. I think this would be a misreading of Spinoza, 
especially given his intellectual elitism and his political and religious prescriptions in the TTP. The specific 
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disillusionment with the inanity of everyday life and the initiative to live a life of 
everlasting joy and perfection. This, for Spinoza, as I will continuously emphasize, consists 
in “the knowledge of the union that the mind has with the whole of Nature.”2 In order to 
gain this knowledge, we must discover the best tool for doing so. Since it is the mind that 
perceives this truth, we must find, and make distinct, the best form of perception. Our tool 
amounts to a way of knowing for the achievement of this knowledge. As we know, this was 
posited as scientia intuitiva. Thus far in Spinoza’s early intellectual journey a way of 
knowing (scientia intuitiva) is instrumental to obtaining blessedness (in the knowledge of 
the mind’s union with Nature). The mission is obvious: train the mind to perceive in the 
right way and pure joy will follow. In other words, on the condition of correct perception, 
form of intellectualist ethics that I ascribe to Spinoza, at his most mature, is the unity of the greatest way of 
knowing, i.e., scientia intuitiva, and the most empowering way of living, i.e., blessedness. 
2 G II.8.26-27/C I.11 A difficult question, to which I have no firm answer, is how Spinoza discovered/decided 
that the knowledge of the union of the mind with Nature is the content of the knowledge of the individual 
who is achieving the blessed life. As far as I can tell, Spinoza does not, and cannot, provide a strong, 
discursive proof, or reason, as to why this must be the case, that is, why the good life he seeks could not be 
in something different. He even says in the same passage that he will show in its “proper place” how it is that 
this knowledge is the true good. To my mind, that implies that he cannot yet prove this assertion because he 
does not yet have the resources to do so. And yet he must somehow already “know” to seek this knowledge. 
We could assume that this claim is merely hypothetical (see my discussion of Bennett below), or we could 
assert that Spinoza’s philosophy rests on a kind of pre-discursive intuition of this fact. I propose that we use 
the logic of the dually structured essence, i.e., the formal and objective essence, to explain this origin point. 
It seems like Spinoza can only know the value of the knowledge of the union of the mind with Nature based 
on a feeling, an immediate intuition perhaps, of how he experiences the contemplation of objects of scientific 
understanding. This is plausible, and even likely, given his early statement, “love toward the eternal and 
infinite thing feeds the mind with a joy entirely exempt from sadness” (G II.7.24-25/C I.9). In order to have 
any legitimacy in this statement, Spinoza must already have some familiarity with the feeling of joy exempt 
from sadness trained on the contemplation of the eternal thing. I interpret this to mean that the mind’s having 
the idea of an/the eternal thing in the thing’s formal essence provides the idea of that thing, its objective 
essence, with certain psychological properties or components. One of those aspects of the objective essence, 
like certainty, may be the emotion of unmixed joy. In firsthand familiarity, or direct acquaintance, with the 
objective essence of an eternal thing, Spinoza might reflexively understand that idea and recognize it to have 
about it what is needed for the good he seeks, an everlasting joy. If this is the case, it is based on a direct 
understanding of an idea inhabiting the mind and not on any discursive process. The implication would be 
that the entirety of Spinoza’s philosophical impetus is grounded on intuition, not reason. It also (perhaps) 
suggests that the beginning of philosophical/scientific thought is a reflexive act in which one makes the 
objective essence of the eternal thing (God) a formal essence of its own. Put another way, conscious reflection 
upon the idea of God is the original fuel of philosophy. 
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the mind will harvest the greatest affective rewards. This is the first step in the ontological 
entanglement of the greatest truth and the greatest good. 
The gateway to the next phase of ontological entanglement, on my reading, 
commences with the third part of the TIE, §§30-48, “the way to method.” In this section 
Spinoza institutes a dual theory of essence, a reflexive method on the basis of this theory, 
and explains why the method must commence with a given true idea. On my reading, 
though the method could commence with any given true idea, from the nature of the 
triangle to the cogito, the goal is to immediately proceed swiftly to the idea of the most 
perfect Being, i.e., God/Nature. The most perfect method, and the best way for the mind to 
understand itself in relation to the whole of nature, begins with the idea of the most perfect 
Being. This does not mean, though, that we necessarily already have an adequate idea of 
the essence of the most perfect Being. Thus far, anyway, we only know that this Being has 
practical and methodological import, and therefore should be discovered, or unveiled, for 
that reason. The goal should be to achieve an adequate understanding of the essence of this 
Being. Nevertheless, we can begin the method with any given true idea and work our way 
toward the greatest idea. If we take any given true idea, though, like the cogito, and infer 
the existence of the most perfect Being from it, à la Descartes, then we understand the most 
perfect Being from the outside, that is, in relation to its effect. This is effectively the manner 
in which “ratio” works in the TIE.3 “Ratio” captures the essence of the thing, but it does 
so not through itself but only in its effect on something else. Therefore, it does not achieve 
an adequate conception of the nature of the thing itself. If I understand Spinoza correctly, 
the goal should be to move from an inadequate understanding of the essence of God (the 
3 Ratio in the Ethics operates differently, which we will cover in the following chapter. 
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most perfect Being) on the basis of another given true idea to an adequate idea of the nature 
of God. In perceptual (and epistemological terms), the goal is to move from “ratio” to 
scientia intuitiva.4 
At this point, I think it will be useful to recapitulate Spinoza’s plan for the remainder 
of the TIE, with an extended note about the idea of God; 
If this is to be done properly, the Method must, first [§§50-90], show how 
to distinguish a true idea from all other perceptions, and to restrain the mind 
from those other perceptions; second [§§91-98], teach rules so that we may 
perceive things unknown according to such a standard; third [§§99-?], 
establish an order, so that we do not become weary with triffles. When we 
came to know this Method [§38], we saw, fourth, that it will be most perfect 
when we have the idea of the most perfect being. So in the beginning we 
must take the greatest care that we arrive at knowledge of such a Being as 
quickly as possible.5 
Before dissecting this passage, I want to make note that I am making use of Curley’s 
translation of the TIE, which adopts Bruder’s inclusion of numbered paragraphs in 
brackets.6 I have made thorough use of these throughout this essay and will continue to do 
so. I generally find them helpful and unproblematic. That said, this piggybacks on an 
interpretative choice in the scholarly reception of Spinoza. It is not necessarily the case that 
Spinoza saw his own work as so divided, though, given the transitions and subject matter, 
it is reasonable to assume that Bruder’s inserts are reflective of Spinoza’s actual divisions. 
4 We cannot move from ex auditu or experiential vaga to scientia intuitiva since these modes of perception 
say nothing about the essence of things. Ratio is the only alternate door. Spinoza has more to say about this 
in the Ethics. 
5 G II.18-19.33-5/C I.22-23 
6 This is according to Curley’s “Editorial Preface” to his translation of the TIE in the Spinoza’s collected 
works, Vol. 1. 
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To the point, the bracketed inserts in §49 make it apparent that Spinoza did not 
complete the third section of this discourse on his method. This means that, at least in this 
treatise, there is no complete account of the proper order of the method. Not only this, but 
the fourth and final planned part of the second half of the TIE was never even initiated. 
This fourth part is the point at which we arrive at knowledge of the greatest Being, which 
is the fundamental ontological nexus for the remainder of Spinoza’s project, and the 
beginning of the positive initiative of his method. Since this chapter aims at an account of 
Spinoza’s method that brings us to the eventual ontological entanglement of blessedness 
and scientia intuitiva, and since that entanglement is founded on and passes through the 
knowledge of the most perfect Being, we will have to draw on resources on Spinoza’s 
method that extend far beyond the limits of the TIE. This will take us to parts of Spinoza’s 
correspondence, the DPP and its adjoining “Metaphysical Thoughts,” as well as Book I of 
the Ethics.7 In order to fully gather and reconstruct the development of Spinoza’s method 
of inquiry for the sake of understanding his brand of intellectualist ethics, we are required 
to pass through each phase/element of this inquiry into the nature of method. 
Despite this, as will later become apparent, the hardest work occurs in stages 3-4 
more so than 1-2. This might even be why Spinoza abandoned the completion of the TIE; 
he might have reached an impasse or found the inconsistencies of the treatise less than 
salvageable. Although Spinoza did not complete the TIE, I believe that we can reconstruct 
what Spinoza would have written on method from various other sources and his 
implementation of a geometrical manner of presentation in other works. I will attempt to 
provide this completed account of the method from these other resources. 
7 Due to spatial limitations, I cannot deal with all these texts here but save the DPP and the “Metaphysical 
Thoughts” for later research. 
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Another note. Before we follow Spinoza through the first phase of the method 
(§§50-90) I want to reiterate the way in which the idea of the most perfect Being is already
in view. According to my interpretation, Spinoza assumes that we must obtain an 
(reflexive) adequate idea of the most perfect Being in order to follow the best path for the 
salvation of the mind, but he does not yet have that (adequate) idea (consciously) in hand. 
In what manner, then, does the idea of the most perfect Being currently exist in the mind 
of the methodological inquirer? I maintain that it must do so in the sense of a practically 
necessary ontological foundation. God’s existence is practically necessary before the idea 
of this God is adequately known.8 This does not mean that God only has practical existence 
and not real existence. It means that the philosopher who has not yet achieved an adequate 
conception of the essence of God must still take God as the practically necessary 
foundation of science. Spinoza’s whole project rests on a practical imperative to achieve 
continuous joy in the acquisition of an understanding of the mind’s relatedness with Nature. 
Knowledge of the mind’s relation to God is the best object of knowledge, practically 
speaking. So, the inquirer knows that the idea of this Being is the idea that must be sought 
above all others, but he cannot seek this idea without first having some inkling of what this 
idea already consists in. 
But there is a second sense in which the idea of the most perfect Being must be “in 
hand” at the outset of methodological proceeding. This sense is logical. Even though the 
content of the idea of the most perfect Being is not yet accessible—in fact, it could not be 
since this is one of the most important discoveries of philosophical procedure—the 
positing, or formal/logical assumption of this idea, is necessary. In other words, the nature 
8 Though (in my estimation) it is considerably different, I find this view is reminiscent of Kant’s moral 
argument for the existence of God for the summum bonum of humanity. 
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of the most perfect Being is thus far necessarily unknown, but the fact of the necessity of 
the idea is logically necessary. In short, there must be two ways in which the idea of God 
is employed at the outset of the methodological inquiry. These are the practical and the 
logical. Spinoza states that, “the most perfect Method will be the one that shows how the 
mind is to be directed according to the standard of the given idea of the most perfect 
Being.”9 This is practically necessary given that the entire project is built around the pursuit 
of the ultimate good. It is logically necessary insofar as this is the idea of the fundamental 
ontological entity that predicates all other ideas and beings and therefore must initiate the 
inquiry. We do not yet know the precise nature of this fundamental entity, nor do we know 
what exactly the good life consists in. These are goals of the philosophical project. 
Nevertheless, we must have direction in our inquiry and the logical and practical 
presumption of God as the foundational idea provides the best starting point for this 
endeavor. Spinoza knows the object of philosophical investigation he needs to obtain, the 
idea of God. Knowing that he needs the idea of God, and then developing a method so as 
to acquire that idea, are the two necessary steps for uncovering the treasure that is the 
adequate conception of God’s essence, the first and most potent step in ethical awakening. 
At the same time, we must keep in mind that knowledge of the idea of God is 
necessarily already known to all. This is, at least, an important proposition defended in the 
Ethics.10 However, at this stage in the development of Spinoza’s system, i.e., the beginning 
of the method in the TIE, awareness of the truth of this knowledge is not granted. As we 
know, in order to have reflexive knowledge of the idea of God (the most perfect Being), 
9 G II.16.7-10/C I.19 
10 I proceed here on the attempt to make the views expressed in the Ethics as consistent with those of the TIE 
as can be reasonably expected. The works are not in perfect philosophical agreement. My goal is not to be a 
Spinoza apologist but rather to develop a consistent, productive, integrated reading of his corpus. 
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we must first have that idea. Possessing that idea would mean knowing the essence of God. 
In some very important sense, then, knowledge of God is already (innately) in the human 
mind. So what is the issue? If we already have knowledge of the most perfect Being 
innately at hand, why is this rigorous methodological procedure necessary? 
The problem is not that we do not have knowledge of God; it is that we are not yet 
able to recognize what makes an idea true. Because of this, we do not properly identify the 
truth of our idea or realize that it is the proper idea of the most perfect Being. Recognizing 
true ideas from other kinds of ideas is the next step in methodological inquiry and will be 
discussed in the following section of this chapter. The goal, then, is to match the reflexive 
idea of God with the idea of God, or to understand and/or perform the linkage between the 
idea of the idea of God (the reflexive idea, the beginning of the method) with the content 
of the idea of God (God/Nature, the most perfect Being).11 Once this is accomplished, 
Spinoza is in a place to initiate the geometrical deduction he attempts in the Ethics. 
3.2 DISTINGUISHING TRUE IDEAS: §§50-90 
To do this, we must return to the TIE and pick up where we left off. At this point, 
Spinoza is most concerned with distinguishing the nature of a true idea from other kinds of 
ideas. The ability to make this distinction is crucial to the eventual recognition of the true 
content of the essence of the most perfect Being. Without this skill, the idea of the most 
perfect Being may easily be within reach but remain impossible to identify, like standing 
11 Put again: we need to know both the objective and formal essence of the idea of God. The formal essence 
of the idea of God is God himself. The objective essence of the idea of God is the idea; it is also the formal 
essence of the reflexive idea. 
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atop buried treasure without recognizing the “X” that marks the spot. The skill, i.e., the 
recognition of the truth of an idea, is a form of vision that allows the seeker to see what 
was already there.12 
Spinoza begins this section, the first true part of the method, by stating that he will 
be distinguishing the true idea from various other kinds of ideas, namely, the doubtful, the 
false, and the fictitious.13 In making these distinctions, Spinoza hopes to articulate how the 
perception of truth is different from other kinds of perception. If he can discover these 
distinctive characteristics, he can recognize truth, a crucial step to the adequate 
understanding of any essence. I will briefly recap Spinoza’s discussion of these three other 
perceptions since he proceeds to a proper understanding of truth by purging the intellect of 
various other kinds of ideas. Understanding how these ideas – the false, the fictitious, and 
the doubtful – are not of truth, will leave the philosopher more capable of recognizing the 
distinctive features of truth and show how this knowledge is to be safeguarded. 
3.2.1 THE FICTITIOUS IDEA 
The first kind of idea Spinoza details is the fictitious idea. From §§52-65 Spinoza 
articulates a theory of the fictitious idea. Rather than indulge in the finer points of this rich 
discussion, I only want to recap why the fictitious idea, properly understood as such, cannot 
12 Spinoza, presumably as part of his ongoing engagement with skeptics, uses the example of those who 
question the reality of their waking state. The skeptic assumes that we cannot have true perceptions of reality 
because we could easily be dreaming. Spinoza’s retort, I think, is that this skeptical rejection of truth only 
arises because the skeptic has never clarified the differences in the perception of the true from the untrue, or, 
in this example, the differences between waking states and dreaming states, such that the skeptic cannot 
understand the fault in the skeptical conflation of different forms of perception. 
13 It is unclear to me how Spinoza composed this list of kinds of ideas or whether or not it is meant to be 
comprehensive with regard to truth-value. My view is that these forms of ideas are discussed because of the 
specific goal of the method, i.e., to emend, or purify, the intellect, so that it can train itself to focus only on 
what is true. Since we do not yet know what truth is, we cannot simply provide its definition and move on. 
However, we can observe, phenomenologically, its difference from doubtful, fictitious, and false ideas. 
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be confused with, or equated to, the true idea. After this, I will proceed to do the same for 
the false and the doubtful idea. By the end of this threefold engagement, it should be clear, 
if Spinoza is successful, what the true idea is, and how it is related to the concept of the 
most perfect Being, God. 
For starters, Spinoza makes a clear modal analysis of the objects of fictitious ideas. 
Insofar as a fictitious object is feigned/imagined as existing, we see that its existence is 
taken as a possibility. As opposed to that which is necessary, or that which is impossible, 
the nature of an object taken as merely possible is considered such because the causes of 
its existence or lack thereof are unknown. It would be contradictory for a necessary object 
not to exist, just as it would be contradictory for an impossible object to exist. Since 
contradictions are known axiomatically through the Law of Non-contradiction not to exist, 
when an object is known as necessary or impossible, the perceiver is certain of the status 
of its existence. That certainty depends on knowledge of the causes of the thing’s existence 
(or inexistence), which the holder of a fictitious idea does not have. Spinoza states as much 
in 1p33s of the Ethics: 
But a thing is called contingent only because of a defect of our knowledge. 
For if we do not know that the thing’s essence involves a contradiction, or 
if we do know very well that its essence does not involve a contradiction, 
and nevertheless can affirm nothing certainly about its existence, because 
the order of causes is hidden from us, it can never seem to us either 
necessary or impossible. So we call it contingent or possible.14 
14 G II.74.13-19/C I.436 
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Although in the Ethics Spinoza is specifically working through a refutation of free will, 
rather than engaging with the concept of a fictitious idea generally, the same point applies. 
There is nothing real in possible, i.e., contingent, things. Contingency/possibility is merely 
a modal phantom of a position of epistemic ignorance. 
Certainty cannot be a property of fictitious ideas, but we can still ask Spinoza why 
fictitious ideas are defined by possibility.15 The answer rests in the aforementioned fact 
that fictitious ideas are dependent on a state of ignorance regarding the nature of the causes 
of things. In other words, the cause(s) of any idea we fictitiously consider cannot be known 
because if they were, then the existence of the fictitious object would be determined, thus 
transforming it into some other kind of idea. If we know the answer to this, though, then 
we know that it exists because of certain causes, or that it does not exist because of other 
causes. In other words, we would know it to be necessary or impossible. Genetic, causal 
knowledge is antithetical to the perception of possibility.16 The perception of possibility is 
the result of a lack of adequate perception. The causes of the object must be unknown. In 
short, lack of causal knowledge and the sense of possibility are essentially linked ideas, 
and they are both distinctive of fictitious ideas, not true ideas. 
We should note that this has much more to do with the state of the idea, i.e., the act 
of perception, than the thing of which it is a perception. Take, for instance, a hypothetical 
object. Say I hypothesize that X exists, and I set up a scientific experiment to prove whether 
this is the case or not. If it turns out the hypothesis is correct, X exists. In this case, my 
15 It should also become clear at this point that true ideas (qua truth) are not possibly true, but necessarily 
true. The modal difference between the fictitious idea and the true idea is fundamental. 
16 In fact, this is grounds for further research concerning the connection between Spinoza’s theory of 
definitions, which requires knowledge of the sufficient conditions for a thing’s existence or essence, and his 
necessitarianism, the view that everything in nature is exactly how it has to be and could not be otherwise. 
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fictitious idea, i.e., the hypothetical X, was transformed into a true idea, the perception of 
X’s existence. The actual object, though, X, is the same. It already existed. As a 
hypothetical, the idea of X assumes the possibility of X, and therefore counts as a type of 
fictitious idea. As a true idea, the perception is of the necessary existence of X. In nature, 
for Spinoza, things are either necessary or impossible. The mode of possibility is something 
that only obtains for a perceiver in a state of ignorance regarding the causes of things. This 
means that the idea is not a true representation of the object of which it is the idea. The 
object either necessarily is or is not. If the object is taken as merely possible by its idea, 
that says nothing about the object, which is or is not, and everything about the idea. 
When we know the nature of something, we can no longer think of it fictitiously. If 
I know the nature of a triangle, it is impossible for me to conceive a circular triangle.17 If I 
know the nature of a soul, it is impossible to think of it as a chair. For Spinoza, if we know 
the nature of God, we cannot feign that God does not exist because it is of the nature of 
God to exist.18 If someone does imagine that God does not exist, then that person is thinking 
of something other than the true definition of God and calling that thing by the same name. 
Such a person is only nominally thinking of “God” that is, not thinking of God at all. 
Note the following passage in which Spinoza discusses the possibility of feigning 
that the earth is not round: 
17 This also speaks to the difference between the higher modes of perception, “ratio” and scientia intuitiva, 
from the lower modes of perception, ex auditu and experientia vaga. The higher modes comprehend the 
necessary connection between things while the lower modes do not. It is no coincidence that these higher 
modes of perception are also the only ones that speak to the essence of things. Seeing the necessary relation 
of a cause to an effect is the proper modal insight into the essences of things. 
18 This also seems why the skeptic must either be in a state of ignorance about the thing of which they are 
skeptical, or merely stringing together meaningless words. If the skeptic had true knowledge of the target of 
skepticism, then that skepticism would melt, even as a hypothetical. True radical doubt is impossible after 
the founding of knowledge of the most perfect Being. 
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We can feign this, I say, so long as we see no impossibility and no necessity. 
Therefore, when I say to someone that the earth is not round, etc., I am doing 
nothing but recalling the error which I, perhaps, made, or into which I could 
have fallen, and afterwards feigning, or allowing, that he to whom I say this 
is still in the same error, or can fall into it. As I have said, I can feign this so 
long as I see no impossibility and no necessity. For if I had understood this, 
I could have feigned nothing at all, and it would have had to be said only 
that I had done something.19 
The “something” Spinoza would have done would be completely meaningless; it would 
amount to nothing more than the utterance of words. If he is to feign that the earth is flat, 
semi-circular, etc., then he can only do this from a position of ignorance regarding the 
causes of the earth’s shape. This is the case even if he is aware that it is an error that the 
earth is not round. Though Spinoza never had the opportunity, we have all seen images of 
the Earth from space. These pictures show us that the Earth is round, not semi-circular. 
Therefore, we know, via photographic evidence, that the earth is round. But this is not the 
highest form of evidence. Just because we are aware that someone is in error if they propose 
a flat Earth hypothesis, does not mean that we are unable to feign a flat Earth. I can imagine 
that the Earth is flat. I have seen photos of the Earth, assumed them to be accurate reports 
of the real situation, and taken that as truth. But this is merely knowledge via report, i.e., 
ex auditu. Spinoza has already shown that, even though we might accept much of what is 
reported to us, especially if we take the source, like NASA, to be credible, there is nothing 
about the nature of this perception that requires we accept it as true. I could suspend my 
belief and imagine the Earth in the shape of a cube, a flat wasteland, or any number of other 
strange forms. 
19 G II.21.14-22/C I.27-28 
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However, if our evidence regarding the nature of the Earth’s roundness is grounded 
on a better form of perception, say on knowledge of the fundamental physical causes that 
have compelled the planetary object to manifest itself in the specific rounded form it has 
taken, then it is impossible to conceive of the Earth as flat or semi-circular. Given true 
knowledge of the essence of the thing, it cannot be feigned to be something else. If I have 
rational knowledge that grasps the essence of a thing, i.e., that includes the causes that 
compel the thing to be what it is, then I could not imagine that thing to be something else 
without simultaneously obliterating that thing. Of course, someone might retort that, 
having taken advanced courses in astrophysics and gaining profound insight into the nature 
of planetary formation, they are still able to form a mental image of a semi-circular or flat 
Earth. I think Spinoza would respond that this person still cannot truly feign that the Earth 
is flat. They can merely feign the image of something with Earth-like properties. But this 
thing is not identical to Earth, even if it is confused as a nominally identical “Earth.” 
Perhaps they could even go so far as to confuse this with the true object. Such a person 
changes the conditions of the known object to permit the mental image of a nominally 
identical object. In changing these conditions, though, the person effectively changes the 
object of inquiry. For instance, if I know what God is, then I know that God is not an 
anthropomorphic benevolent creature dressed in white robes and governing from a golden 
throne. However, I can still feign such a being, if prompted to, as long as I do not have 
incontrovertible evidence proving its impossibility, and call that being by the name 
“God.”20 That said, a nominal Earth and a nominal God are very different things from the 
20 Similarly, I could say that 2+2=6, if I (consciously or otherwise) change the meaning of 2 to be that which 
is normally captured by “3.” 
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real Earth and God.21 The real things, when adequately known in their essence, cannot be 
feigned. Spinoza can then claim that the more numerous our true ideas, the more our 
“power” of fictitious thinking is diminished.22 
This example shows just how important it is for Spinoza’s method to be able to 
identify a true perception as true, or as necessarily the case. It shows that, even the 
individual with a true perception of something can be prompted to “imagine” it as somehow 
different and to confuse that nominally identical thing with the true thing, thus permitting 
the possibility of radical skepticism. For instance, if I have true knowledge of the efficient 
cause of the Earth’s roundness, but “imagine” the nominal “Earth” as flat, then I could 
doubt the necessity of my knowledge of the Earth’s roundness because it seems possible 
that it could be otherwise because of the conflation of the nominal and the real. This is 
possible if the properties of a true perception are not recognized as such. However, if we 
know that true perceptions are known with certainty and necessity, then this possibility is 
eliminated, and the maintenance of the perception of the truth of true things is solidified. 
Thus far we have been discussing feigned ideas regarding the existence of things, 
but according to Spinoza we can also feign something’s essence. This kind of fictitious 
idea is, perhaps, more pernicious. If we feign the essence of something, and take that thing 
to be true, then we may run into a myriad of problems. Arguing against a suspect form of 
idealism, Spinoza maintains that the soul that could freely judge and assent to something 
of its own volition, decoupled from an independent world, like the Cartesian will, can 
create a mad house of ideas, an order of thought entirely divorced from reality. In an 
21 For an important discussion on the distinction between nominal and real definitions see Aaron V. Garrett, 
“Definitions in Spinoza’s Ethics: where they come from and what they are for,” in Meaning in Spinoza’s 
Method (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 144-180. 
22 G II.22.13-16/C I.26-27 
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original “free” judgement, the idealist fictitiously posits an essence, the results of which 
are catastrophic: “For after it has feigned something, and offered its assent to it, it cannot 
think or feign it in any other way, and is also compelled by that fiction so that even other 
things are thought in such a way as not to conflict with the first fiction, just as here too 
because of their own fiction, they are forced to admit the absurdities which I review here.”23 
In other words, this first, grave mistake in judgment of the essence of a thing results in a 
chain of other beliefs or propositions that follow therefrom which are also absurd.24 If we 
are optimistic about things, as Spinoza seems to be in the TIE, then the obviousness of the 
absurdities, like the doctrine of the pineal gland in Descartes, are manifest. This gives one 
the chance to circle back and correct the original blunder. 
By definition, fictitious ideas are neither false ideas nor true ideas. False ideas are 
of impossible things. True ideas are of necessary things. Fictitious ideas are of merely 
possible things. Since all things in nature are either necessary or impossible, the fictitious 
23 G II.23.17-23/C I.28 
24 It strikes me that this could be a way Spinoza, as a commentator of Descartes, can legitimately compose a 
geometrical reconstruction of Descartes’s Principles of Philosophy even as he maintains the falsity of certain 
fundamental Cartesian views. When Spinoza does this, in his earliest publication, it need not be because he 
is a Cartesian. It could be that Spinoza is able to rationally unpack a deductive logic grounded on initially 
fictitious ideas. I am not making the claim that this is what Spinoza is doing in the PPC, though it does not 
seem impossible. I am only suggesting that this is potentially the case. Although Descartes may hold false 
views on the nature of God, the will, and the nature of substance, it is still possible that a great many 
propositions could logically be derived from them. Spinoza’s geometrical presentation of the first parts of 
Descartes’s system proves this. Of course, this reveals that fictitious ideas, if plausible enough in our position 
of ignorance and backed by a mind adept at logical reasoning, can lead the philosopher wildly astray. (The 
idea of an anthropomorphic God is one such idea, and Spinoza provides a great account of the issues with 
this in the appendix to Book I.) Additionally, this reveals the importance of first principles and the imperative 
to begin philosophy only on the most certain ground with true knowledge of those first principles. This is a 
reason why, I think, the true idea of the most perfect Being (God) is so necessary for Spinoza at the outset of 
his philosophy. It cannot be a fiction that is possibly true, only to be verified by the sanity of the propositions 
that follow therefrom (though this sanity surely does not hurt its case). This idea must be known truly, not 
hypothetico-fictitiously, from the outset. This is another reason why the ability to recognize true ideas as 
such is so important in the initiation of the method. See my engagement with Bennett and A. Garrett below. 
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idea is relative to a position of epistemic ignorance. It is a matter of perception, not reality.25 
This means that given the right conditions, all fictitious ideas, when put to the test, could 
be proven to be either true or false. Some fictitious ideas, then, will reveal their falsity, 
according to Spinoza, when propositions that follow therefrom prove their absurdity, as is 
the case with mind/body substance dualism. The fictitious idea, used as a sort of 
hypothetical catalyst to a stream of philosophical thought, must be interrogated for truth or 
falsity because it is only on this basis that the legitimacy of the philosophical system can 
be judged. 
Some fictitious ideas will reveal their credibility, and potential truth, when put to 
the test. Spinoza writes, “If the fictitious thing is true by nature, then when the mind attends 
to it, so that it understands it, and begins to deduce from it in good order the things that 
follow from it, it will proceed successfully, without any interruption.”26 While it is 
tempting to claim that this proves the truth of the fictitious idea in the same way that the 
earlier case proved its falsity, I think we should be weary of jumping to this conclusion. 
Although it accords the idea greater explanatory force, which could be connected to causal 
ancestry, it still might be the case that another idea could explain the truth of the things 
deduced from it with more precision, or could deduce more things. This is to suggest that 
some fictitious ideas may be more obviously false than others and some, while more likely 
true, may not necessarily be so. To assert the truth of something on the basis of the truth of 
the things that are its supposed effects is to understand it via the third mode of perception 
in the TIE, “ratio.” Here we get at the essence of the thing, but only inadequately, from the 
25 For Spinoza, all mental acts are ideas and vice versa, every idea is a matter of perception. This 
perspectivism does not mean that all ideas are equally true or equally good. Some ideas are merely a matter 
of perspective, like the fictitious idea, while other ideas are a matter of perspective and reality. 
26 G II.23-24.30-4/C I.28 
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outside, or via its effects. We can infer that there must be some determinant cause of the 
known effects, but not what the fundamental nature of that cause is. We do not really know 
what it means for that thing to be what it is, and so must tread very lightly when claiming 
we have a “true idea” of that thing. It would be better, sturdier, and more intuitive, to assert 
the thing’s truth through direct knowledge of its essence, i.e., via scientia intuitiva. Perhaps, 
for example, an exemplary physicist discovers/invents a set of physical laws that prove 
very proficient at explaining everyday corporeal phenomenon in our daily experience. 
Centuries later, teams of physicists and mathematicians produce a set of physical laws, 
perhaps based on the earlier discoveries, that explain natural phenomenon even more 
accurately and are capable of making predictions on greater scales. I venture to claim, on 
the basis of Spinoza’s theory of knowledge in the TIE, that this allows for something akin 
to degrees of truth, and that truth is a property of ideas, not of the real things of which they 
are ideas. Degrees of truth may apply solely to things known through “ratio.” Whereas 
lower modes of perception do not deal in truth or falsity, and scientia intuitiva knows the 
inner essence of the thing, “ratio” grasps at the truth of the thing through its relationship to 
known effects. The degree to which the inferred essence can accurately predict and explain 
the effects is the degree to which the idea of the thing is true. Truth is, then, an ideal 
characteristic of reality. The earlier and later scientific researchers may have different 
fictitious ideas of the same real object. We could say that the truth of these fictitious ideas 
is solidified by the degree to which they are able to explain real effects that are said to 
follow from them.27 
27 Perhaps a well emended intellect could see that the fiction is eliminated from these ideas insofar as they 
are ideas of true things, but that the claims made about these true things are very limited. Any speculative 
hypothesis grounded on this true knowledge is a fictitious idea mixed with a true idea. 
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The upshot, for Spinoza’s theory of truth and the beginnings of his method, is that 
in order to recognize an idea as true we must recognize that the truth of the idea is an aspect 
of the idea.28 These specific ideas are ideas that are of necessary (not impossible or 
possible) beings and they are ideas of which we are certain. To return to the example of 
generations of physicists, we might claim that we are more certain of some ideas than 
others, and that they describe real-world situations that are more likely the case than others. 
This does not abandon the aspiration to fully adequate, clear and distinct ideas of which we 
are completely certain, like the ideas of simple arithmetic, or the idea we hope to gain of 
the most perfect Being. It is only meant to expand the notion of what a true idea can be. 
The difference between the truths of natural science, which may, to a degree, remain 
fictitious, and the truths of mathematics and deductive logic, which achieve total adequacy, 
will be important below. 
It is my estimation that Spinoza assumes that the first idea of his system of 
philosophy, God, should be totally adequate, like a geometrical idea. In that way, it should 
be rid of any trace of fiction and permit the free flow of effects from this most original of 
all causes. Spinoza writes: 
Next, provided the first idea is not fictitious, and all the other ideas are 
deduced from it, the haste to feign things will gradually disappear. And 
since a fictitious idea cannot be clear and distinct, but only confused, and 
since all confusion results from the fact that the mind knows only in part a 
thing that is a whole, or composed of many things, and does not distinguish 
the known from the unknown (and besides, attends at once, without making 
28 As Garrett points out in “Truth, Method, and Correspondence in Spinoza and Leibniz,” Spinoza refers to 
self-referential aspects of ideas as intrinsic denominations. The truth of an idea insofar as it does not relate 
to an external referent is an intrinsic denomination of that idea. 
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any distinction, to the many things that are contained in each thing), from 
this it follows, first, that if an idea is of some most simple thing, it can only 
be clear and distinct. For that thing will have to become known, not in part, 
but either as a whole or not at all.29 
This passage clearly indicates that Spinoza seeks a system in which the first idea is not 
fictitious. The fictitious idea only knows part of its object and is, as such, confused. This 
first, true idea, must be clear and distinct. If it is such, then the propositions deduced from 
it will be clear and distinct, too, and the impetus to form more fictitious ideas will degrade, 
i.e., the more that is known with necessity, the less we are forced, through ignorance, to
assume possibility. Additionally, this first idea should be the idea of some “most simple 
thing,” which cannot but be clear and distinct. The more complicated the idea, the more 
likely it is only to be known in part, and thus fictitiously. This is an insight into the nature 
of the most perfect Being (God),30 the first idea of Spinoza’s system. Fictitious ideas are 
necessarily composite ideas because when ideas are broken down into their simplest parts 
they will be understood as either true or false. Founding a system on a simple true idea, or 
a set of such ideas, is the safest way to build composites free from the interference of, or 
reliance upon, fictitious elements. 
29 G II.24.13-24/C I.29 
30 I think it is safe to say that the language of God as the “most perfect Being” reflects the fact that this idea 
is not yet known in its essence. I take this to be the case because the property of perfection is not the proximate 
cause of God’s essence. Spinoza can only legitimately refer to God in the TIE as the “most perfect Being” 
because he does not yet have an adequate conception of God, but is, rather, seeking that conception. Although 
this is a necessary property of God, it is not the essence from which all other properties can be deduced. In 
Ep. 60 to Tschirnhaus, Spinoza writes, “when I define God as a supremely perfect Being, since that definition 
doesn’t express the efficient cause (for I understand the efficient cause to be both internal and external), I 
won’t be able to derive all God’s properties from it. But when I define God to be a Being [absolutely infinite], 
etc. (see E I D6), [I can derive all God’s properties from it]” (G IV.271.3-8/C II.433). We could say that the 
movement in knowledge of God as the “most perfect Being” to God as the absolutely infinite substance 
reflects a transition from “ratio” to scientia intuitiva. This also reflects the movement from God as a 
practically necessary, fictitiously assumed existent, to the absolutely necessary, true foundation of reality. 
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3.2.2 THE FALSE IDEA: “DREAMING WITH EYES OPEN” 
§§66-76 deal with the false idea. The goal of this inquiry, as was the case with the
fictitious idea, is to understand what these ideas are and how to emend the intellect in order 
to avoid them. The false idea, according to Spinoza, is easy to understand, especially after 
the analysis of the fictitious idea. False ideas are only different from the fictitious in one 
key respect: instead of the suspension of judgement regarding the existence of the thing, 
the false idea presupposes the belief in, or assent to, the thing’s existence. In other words, 
a perceiver has a false idea when he judges a thing to exist that does not actually exist. This 
is not the free assent of the perceiver’s unconstrained will but rather a necessary deception 
resulting from the fact that “there appear no causes from which he can infer (as he who is 
feigning can) that they do not arise from things outside him.”31 The person under the sway 
of a fictitious idea understands himself as the origin of the fiction, or at least remains 
uncommitted to claims on the reality of the thing. The person under the sway of the false 
idea, on the other hand, mistakenly assumes that the idea is of some real being.32 This is 
why Spinoza equates having false ideas with dreaming while awake. When we dream, we 
accept the state of affairs as true even though they are incoherent and false. The dreamer 
cannot help but misperceive as he is swept away by the deceptive logic of the dream. There 
is nothing in the perception of the thing that gives any indication that it is not true, and yet 
it is false. For Spinoza, to have false ideas is, in a sense, to be mad. 
31 G II.25.27-29/C I.30. 
32 One might say that the imagination is playful in its creation of fictitious ideas but spellbound in its 
adherence to falsities. 
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Just as with fictitious ideas, we can have false ideas of the existence of things in their 
actuality and false ideas of the existence of their essences. The existence of essences are 
necessary, eternal truths. According to Spinoza, when we are thinking through the 
existence of the thing in actuality, not in essence, then the thing’s existence is determined 
by external causes, not itself.33 The thing is part of a causal nexus and determined in its 
being by other real causes outside of itself of which it is an effect. If the mind is to emend 
itself so as to reduce the occurrence of this form of false idea, it must do just as it did with 
fictitious ideas: deduce what follows therefrom, investigate how its existence is supposed 
to situate itself within the causal chain of actual, finite beings, and reveal the absurdity of 
its existence by its inconsistency with other, given truths, i.e., its contradictory nature.34 
However, there is nothing that can be done to emend the false idea of the essence of 
something because that thing cannot be anything other than confused. The false essence is 
33 Presumably this does not hold for God, an essentially self-caused being that exists in actuality necessarily. 
34 Given that false ideas involve judgement assenting to the reality of an unreal being (or the unreality of a 
real being), whereas fictitious ideas do not involve this assent, it seems to me that the occasion for this 
emendative process might be less likely. With the fictitious idea, the perceiver does not begin with an 
assumption regarding a thing’s truth or falsity. Therefore, if the perceiver wants to discover the actual state 
of something he takes to be merely possible, he may be spurred to investigate the thing’s truth value so as to 
gain knowledge. However, with the false idea, the perceiver presumably already assumes they have 
knowledge of the existence of the thing, however mistaken they may be. What, then, occasions such a 
perceiver to question the thing’s existence? It is possible that the thing is clearly in contradiction with other 
presumed truths. It is also possible that the presentation of the thing, like the presentation of a ghost, is so 
shocking and unordinary that the perceiver questions the perception. As far as I know, Spinoza does not 
discuss these possibilities. These possibilities certainly do not capture all occasions of false ideas, and so 
there may be a great many other false ideas that never go unquestioned. In some cases, this may be 
unproblematic, but for fundamental metaphysical objects, this is not so, and developing a bulletproof method 
of inquiry and a rigorously deductive, geometrical system is one way of overcoming and destroying many 
false metaphysical beliefs. Presumably this relates to an important normative element of Spinoza’s method- 
-as was presented in the Prooemium--that the intellect should be properly emended before other goals of
human inquiry are explored. If the philosopher does not start with this, then he runs the strong risk of
amassing false ideas, creating systematic justification for these false ideas, and effectively blinding himself
to rational inquiry. Such a person, whose mass of false ideas is so extensive as to block the person from
access to truth, like the religious zealot in the appendix to Book I of the Ethics, is effectively lost. I think
such a person could be fairly compared to the skeptic described in §48: “automata, completely lacking a
mind.” This, I think, is what we would now call an ideologue and their system of false, reinforcing ideas an
ideology.
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necessarily confused, and, according to Spinoza, “composed of different confused 
perceptions of things existing in nature.”35 The false idea is a composite idea, and as we 
know from the discussion regarding fictitious ideas, composite ideas are more susceptible 
to confusion (presuming we do not pursue the ordered deduction of things in a 
methodological way) than simple ideas. This is because there are multiple parts that must 
be known in a composite idea rather than a simple, indivisible whole. In order to know the 
composite idea, the simple ideas must be known in their essence and the connection 
between the ideas must be known in its essence. If I have a false idea of a zombie (an 
animated corpse) or a therianthrope (a human/beast hybrid), then I have combined simpler 
ideas in illegitimate ways. Since there is no essential connection between these parts, like 
the head of a lion and the body of a man, their combination results in a false idea. In fact, 
they are self-contradictory. If I know the essence of things, then when I think that I see 
what I take to be a zombie, I can immediately correct this idea and begin to investigate the 
true cause of this phenomenon. 
On my interpretation, although the false idea of an essence is necessarily false, this 
does not necessitate that the perceiver of a false idea cannot purify his mind of this idea. 
The false idea of an essence can be expunged from the intellect just like any other untrue 
kind of idea. Spinoza does not develop this, but it is plausible to assume that if the false 
essence is a composite of simple ideas, then disassembling the idea into its simplest parts 
is a good place to start. When these parts are known, understanding whether or not they 
can legitimately form the composite idea would seem straightforward because the 
connections that bind (or block) combinations would also be manifest. 
35 G II.26.4-5/C I.30 
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Spinoza’s full discussion of the false idea is very short, that is, no longer than is 
necessary to transition to the essential object of inquiry, the true idea.36 This segues to 
Spinoza’s key discussion on the reality of ideas in isolation of the things of which they are 
ideas. This is a crucial insight into the “form of the true thought.”37 In order to better 
comprehend the nature of the true as opposed to the false, we need to look at the true and 
the false in their essence as the true and the false, not merely in their relation to specific, 
changeable objects in the order of corporeal existence, or even in their relation to other 
essences. Spinoza, in a rare instance of authorial mercy, provides his readers multiple 
examples as portals to understanding the essences of true and false ideas. Take, for 
instance, the architect who conceives a building “in an orderly fashion.” Unfortunately, the 
architect’s building is never constructed. Of course, this does not mean that the architect 
did not have true thoughts of the nature of his proposed building. The building exists as an 
idea for the architect, even if the physical object is never manifested.38 The idea of it is true 
even if the thing does not exist.39 
On the other hand, the idea of a thing can be false even if the thing is real. Spinoza says 
this is the case when someone is in a state of ignorance about something, claims knowledge 
of it, and that thing happens to be real. For instance, if Paul claims that Peter exists without 
36 Remember, the purpose of these forays is for their significance in uncovering the nature of the true idea. 
37 G II.26.35/C I.31 
38 Tangentially, another thing that this example makes clear is Spinoza’s distinction between the order of 
essences and the order of existence. While the idea of the building exists, the actual building does not. The 
causes of the idea are not the same as the causes of the actual thing because the former is dependent on itself 
alone for its perpetuation, whereas the latter requires external cause for its embodiment. The fact that the 
architect conceives of the building “in an orderly fashion” is not, I think, a mere rhetorical flourish used to 
buttress the architect’s reputation. It is to show that the idea is not an inadequate idea that takes its origin in 
lower forms of perception, like experientia vaga. This is the only way that the idea, produced through, say, 
scientia intuitiva, could be a part of the order of essences independent of the order of existences. 
39 One thing, I think, this shows is that that true idea is not an idea of the existence of an object, but rather 
of its essence. If the true idea were of the existence of the thing, then the dependency relation is such that 
the idea would require the existence of the object for its own existence. This is not the case. Of course, the 
exception case is God (substance), in which essence and existence are identical. 
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knowing whether this is true, this is a false idea even if Peter does exist. The upshot is that 
the truth of the idea has less to do with the thing of which it is an idea than how it is known. 
I can say many things that happen to be true, but if I have no experience or reason that 
governs the truth of these claims, then they are, in Spinoza’s sense, false. In the Ethics he 
writes, “Falsity consists in the privation of knowledge which inadequate, or mutilated and 
confused, ideas involve” (2p34). It is the lack of knowledge that defines the inadequacy of 
the false idea, not the state of know-ability of its object.40 As I see this, the upshot is that 
falsity is like truth in that the inadequacy of the false idea is internal to the nature of the 
perception/knowledge, the relation of the idea to itself, regardless of the relation to the 
formal essence of the thing in question. 
In the Ethics Spinoza will formalize the distinction between the adequate idea and the 
true idea, which is helpful in this context. At 2d4 Spinoza writes, “By adequate idea I 
understand an idea which, insofar as it is considered in itself, without relation to an object, 
has all the properties, or intrinsic denominations of a true idea.” Then, in the explanation 
that follows, he writes, “I say intrinsic to exclude what is extrinsic, viz. the agreement of 
the idea with its object” (2d4ex). This extrinsic agreement is what makes the idea true. A 
true idea is not merely internally self-consistent but is also in correspondence with the 
object of which it is an idea. In other words, the adequate and the true refer to two different 
relations of agreement. Adequate knowledge is the intrinsic knowledge the idea has of 
itself. True knowledge is the knowledge the idea has of the formal essence of the thing it 
40 It seems to me that this is even the case in false ideas of essences, not merely existent beings. The only 
difference is that, whereas I can (potentially) gain knowledge of existent beings, my privation of knowledge 
regarding the nature of false essences is unsurpassable. Those essences are necessarily unknowable because 
they cannot be real. They cannot be known because they cannot be. Real essences and bodies, though, can 
be known, but are not known when one is in the grip of a false idea. 
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knows. There is no disagreement between the adequate and the true because they refer to 
two different aspects of a mode: the body and the idea. Since the true and the adequate are 
conflated in the TIE, things can get a little confusing. Spinoza writes in §69 that the true 
idea is distinguished from the false idea in both its extrinsic relation and its intrinsic 
relation. Given the distinction between the true and the adequate in the Ethics, the intrinsic 
relation of the true idea in the TIE is the adequate idea of the Ethics. The true idea of the 
TIE captures both the true idea and the adequate idea of the Ethics.41 
The reason this is helpful here, and not just technical clutter, is because 1.) the adequate 
idea is an important, and independent, definition in Spinoza’s mature epistemology and 2.) 
the current project, which sets out to understand the nature of a given true idea (in the TIE’s 
sense of the word), focuses on the adequacy of that idea, i.e., its truth in reference to itself, 
not its object. The purpose of the analysis of falsity is to learn about the nature of truth. So 
far, the results show that the relevant difference rests in intrinsic differences 
(denominations) in the idea, not in their relations to the objects of ideas. Now, the question 
is how we are to understand the intrinsic relation of the true/adequate idea to itself. 
On the basis of these examples of false ideas, Spinoza makes a simple, yet profound, 
inference: “it follows that there is something real in ideas, through which the true are 
distinguished from the false.”42 He has not yet quite articulated what this difference is. To 
do this, we do not need to look (primarily) at what given true ideas are ideas of but at what 
41 I maintain that this shows that there is no rupture or disagreement between the Ethics and the TIE in this 
regard. The Ethics works on the basis of a metaphysical framework that motivates the epistemological 
distinction between the adequate and the true, whereas the TIE is an early methodological inquiry seeking to 
achieve the first principle, so to speak, of that eventual metaphysics. As such, Spinoza has both a pre- 
metaphysical epistemology and a post-metaphysical epistemology. The question as to how metaphysics 
improves and enriches the epistemological enterprises of Spinoza is not a question that, to my knowledge, 
has been fully explored, especially in its connection to his pre-metaphysical method. 
42 G II.26.26-27/C I.31 
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makes an idea true/adequate in this intrinsic self-relation. This is the reflexive knowledge 
with which the method is fundamentally concerned. Because Spinoza is so careful to stick 
to the reflexive knowledge of the idea, he even clarifies that the difference between the true 
and the false idea does not consist in true knowledge being the knowledge of a thing 
through its first cause. If my interpretation thus far is correct, this knowledge of a “first 
cause,” is the indicator of a true extrinsic agreement that the true idea has with its object, 
or formal essence. Spinoza is not denigrating knowledge through proximate cause. Such 
an interpretation would lead to serious trouble. Knowledge through proximate/first cause 
is the highest form of knowledge/perception: scientia intuitiva. It is the knowledge that 
shows one the inmost essence of a thing. Still, that is not the kind of knowledge Spinoza is 
currently seeking. He wants knowledge of the form of the true idea: So the form of the true 
thought must be placed in the same thought itself without relation to other things. It does 
it recognize the object as its cause, but must depend on the very power and nature of the 
intellect.”43 The power of the intellect, as will be discussed more thoroughly in the 
following section, is now revealed as its own active cause in the creation and perpetuation 
of true (adequate) ideas. It is the intellect that functions as the original cause of the form of 
the true idea, so the method has revealed, too, that a good definition of the intellect is going 
to be crucial to understanding the nature of truth. In short, we have to understand the 
intellect to understand truth to understand given true ideas to grapple toward the true 
comprehension of the most perfect Being so that we can begin the path toward blessedness. 
The question of the nature of the intellect will plague the TIE at its unfinished cessation. 
43 G II.26-27.35-3/C I.31 
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In some ways, even though this section is on false ideas, Spinoza has already advanced 
beyond a direct engagement with falsity to focus on the “power of thinking,” i.e., the 
intellect.44 In order to do this, Spinoza takes the example of an idea that does not depend 
on any object in the natural world. There are myriad examples of such cases, and the 
purpose of using this specific kind of case in this context is to focus on what is uniquely 
attributable to the power of the intellect, that is, to learn what the intellect is capable of 
revealing about the nature of true ideas in absentia of any extrinsic relation the true idea 
may have to the objects of nature. True to form, this example is of a mathematical entity: 
the sphere. Spinoza maintains that the cause of a sphere, in essence, is the rotation of a 
semi-circle around its center. Regardless of whether or not this is an acceptable definition 
of a sphere, which I am not in a position to assess, it is clear that if this is a good definition, 
it cannot be achieved through reference to any experience we may have of spheres in the 
natural world independent of our minds. Beyond the fact that we may have no experience 
of any perfect spheres in nature is the fact that we almost certainly have never experienced 
the formation of a spherical object out of the centered rotation of a semicircle. Despite this, 
we are capable of registering the nature of a sphere and understanding its genetic definition. 
The causes of things in the contingent order of nature are not the same as the causes of 
things in their inmost essence.45 If we focus solely on the latter, then we can understand 
what makes things true in themselves through the power of the intellect. 
44 It seems that, at this point in the method, the intellect is understood in much the same way as the most 
perfect Being. That is, it is known from the outside via the power of “ratio.” It is not known in its inmost 
essence but only as something that must be the case in order to provide cause for the active generation of 
truth in the adequate comprehension of an idea. 
45 Spinoza uses a number of different phrases to refer to these two opposing orders of reality. I follow him 
in this mixed phrasing. The order of existence, the order of nature, and the realm of changeable, corporeal 
bodies I take to all refer to one and the same order/level of reality. The order of essences, the existences of 
essences, the order of eternity, and the things formed through the power of the intellect, which are self-caused, 
I take to refer to another order/level of reality. Most commonly I refer to this distinction as the distinction 
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As regards the example of the sphere, we must assume or “feign'' that a semi-circle 
rotates around its center in order to achieve the sphere. The sphere only exists on this basis, 
even if it is simply an ideal existence. This means that the true idea of the sphere is a 
composite idea that requires the concepts of rotation and semi-circularity. Spinoza notes 
that the rotation of the semicircle is not inherent to the idea of the semicircle but only takes 
hold insofar as it is part of the definition of the sphere. That is, semicircles do not have 
rotation as a part of their essence. To form the true idea of a sphere, the idea of rotation 
around a center must be added to the idea of the semicircle. In other words, if we were to 
affirm rotation of the essence of a semicircle, we would do so falsely unless we are thinking 
of its relationship to the formation of a sphere. “So falsity,” Spinoza writes, “consists only 
in this: that something is affirmed of a thing that is not contained in the concept we have 
formed of the thing, as motion or rest of the semicircle.”46 Conversely, then, the truth of an 
idea, insofar as it is constituted by an idea, is the affirmation of a thing that is contained in 
the thing’s concept. 
Has this example helped Spinoza get any closer to the nature of a true idea? Well, 
if we break apart the composite idea, like the idea of a sphere, into a number of fundamental 
parts, we see that those parts are unrelated when isolated, i.e., are not unified by the whole 
of which they are parts. The concepts of motion and rest, for instance, do not apply to the 
semicircle, and if we assume that semicircles are rotating objects, then we have made a 
false claim. However, if we purge all false associations from the idea of the semi-circle, 
we have no fear that our idea of the semicircle is false. Ideas are false because of the 
between the order of existence and the order of essence. However, given that essences exist and are just as 
real (if not realer) than existing corporeal bodies, this is potentially misleading. The essential difference is 
that the existence of the essences is self-caused, not extrinsically caused. 
46 G II.27.25-27/C I.32 
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unwarranted attribution of particular concepts to the essence of that thing, or the unification 
of unrelatable ideas. 
Spinoza, perhaps too quickly, infers from this that “simple thoughts cannot but be 
true.”47 The concept of any simple idea does not affirm anything of that idea beyond its 
irreducible essence. As such, it must be true. He writes, “whatever [simple ideas] contain 
of affirmation matches their concept, and does not extend itself beyond the concept.”48 The 
ideas themselves contain their affirmation.49 Any simple idea we contemplate, according 
to Spinoza, is immune to error. Since we want to know the power of the intellect, the next 
thing to investigate is how it forms these simple ideas: “It only remains, then, to ask by 
what power our mind can form these simple ideas and how far this power extends. For once 
this is discovered, we shall easily see the highest knowledge we can reach.”50 As will be 
clear in the following chapter, the highest knowledge attainable is also the most blessed 
state attainable, the goal of Spinoza’s current treatises. The stakes could not be higher. 
Simple ideas are the building blocks for all other true ideas. If the mind can achieve 
reflective understanding of its power to form simple ideas, then it can creatively synthesize 
and systematize ideas potentially forming powerful, complex ideas on their basis. This, I 
maintain, is precisely how we should think of the Ethics. The definitions and axioms 
function as the simple ideas out of which the propositions grow. Of course, these simple 
ideas are already posited on the opening page of the Ethics. It is here, in the TIE, that the 
47 G II.27.28/C I.32 
48 G II.27.30-31/C I.32 
49 I think it is clear that this is not Spinoza’s most systematically explicated and cogent epistemology. The 
difference between an idea and its concept, for instance, is shadowy. Still, it is interesting to compare these 
nascent epistemological ideas to those of Descartes. Notice that even at this early stage, Spinoza’s idea 
contains its own affirmation, as an aspect of itself. The truth of the idea is not affirmed through the judgment 
of a free actor. 
50 G II.27/C I.32 
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search for these simples, and even more fundamentally the power of the mind that can form 
these simples, is instituted. Spinoza immediately turns to this question.51 
Spinoza’s first contribution states that this power is limited. The mind can certainly 
affirm a property of a thing that is not contained in that thing's essence/concept. The fact 
that human minds have false thoughts proves this.52 For Spinoza, the human mind’s 
limitations and susceptibility to error show that the mind, while certainly a thinking thing, 
is not all of thought, but rather part of an infinite thinking being: “But if it is—as it seems 
at first—of the nature of a thinking being to form true, or adequate, thoughts, it is certain 
that inadequate ideas arise in us only from the fact that we are a part of a thinking being, 
of which some thoughts wholly constitute our mind, while others do so only in part.”53 As 
far as I can tell, this is Spinoza’s first reference to the fact that human beings are, on his 
account, minds that participate in a more encompassing realm, that of thought, later known 
as the attribute of thought.54 Immediately, the implication of this metaphysical revelation 
is that our partial and false knowledge of things follows from our partial and determinate 
metaphysical standpoint: as finite minds, modes within an infinite attribute. Without access 
to the “god’s eye view,” in which we can fully evaluate and disentangle the parts of the 
infinite mental landscape to understand them as simple ideas in an intuitive flash, total 
knowledge is impossible. However, Spinoza does maintain in this passage that some 
51 This is one of several instances that reveals that Spinoza’s investigations of false, fictitious, and doubtful 
ideas are undertaken solely for the sake of a positive project: the establishment of a method for the possibility 
of a true philosophy. The practical pursuit of blessedness shows something similar regarding the sparse and 
minimal structure of the geometrical method in the Ethics. 
52 Spinoza’s use of phenomenological description has gone largely underappreciated in the literature. For an 
exciting take on the role of phenomenology in Spinoza’s Ethics see Renz (2018). 
53 G II.28.8-12/C I.33 
54 This presumption foreshadows some of Spinoza’s most powerful ethical ideas in Part V of the Ethics and 
is another stepping stone in the path to complete ontological entanglement between certain epistemological 
doctrine and ethical doctrine in the total reunion of the mind with the greatest intellectual force of nature: the 
infinite intellect of God. 
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thoughts can wholly constitute our mind, indicating that, while we cannot have knowledge 
of all simple ideas at once, it is possible, as has already been outlined, to have intuitive 
knowledge of essences, at least on occasion or in succession. 
Spinoza’s famous “worm in the blood” analogy is very informative when read into 
these few remarks in the TIE on falsity, human mental limitations, and mereological 
relations. Written in a 1665 letter to Oldenburg, the analogy compares the human mind to 
an intelligent worm, squirming in some creature’s blood: 
Let us feign now, if you please, that there is a little worm living in the blood 
which is capable of distinguishing by sight the particles of the blood, of 
lymph, [A: of chyle], etc., and capable of observing by reason how each 
particle, when it encounters another, either bounces back, or communicates 
a part of its motion, etc. Indeed, it would live in this blood as we do in this 
part of the universe, and would consider each particle of the blood as a 
whole, not as a part. It could not know how all the parts of the blood are 
regulated by the universal nature of the blood, and compelled to adapt 
themselves to one another, as the universal nature of the blood requires, so 
that they agree with one another in a definite way.55 
You see, therefore, how and why I think that the human Body is a part of 
Nature. But as far as the human Mind is concerned, I think it is a part of 
Nature too. For I maintain that there is also in nature an infinite power of 
thinking, which, insofar as it is infinite, contains in itself objectively the 
whole of Nature, and whose thoughts proceed in the same way as Nature, 
its object, does. Next, I maintain that the human Mind is this same power, 
not insofar as it is infinite and perceives the whole of Nature, but insofar as 
55 G IV.171a/C II.19 
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it is finite and perceives only the human body. For this reason I maintain 
that the human Mind is a part of a certain infinite intellect.56 
Together, these passages from Ep. 32 outline the metaphysical/ontological positioning of 
the human mind and its relationship to obtaining knowledge. As Spinoza writes in the TIE, 
that since it is of the essence of the thinking thing to form true ideas, so it must be that the 
human mind insofar as it achieves these true ideas is of the thinking thing, i.e., the “certain 
infinite intellect” of Ep. 32. We might ask, though, why it is the essence of the infinite 
intellect to form true ideas, and not simply all ideas of any stripe. This is because true ideas, 
just like real bodies, are the only kind of ideas that express reality. The “infinite intellect,” 
as described in this letter, is the whole of which the human mind is a part. As a whole, it 
contains all that is of its kind. As a real whole, its parts must relate as part of a coherent 
structure, like the parts of a human body, not like the parts of a zombie or therianthrope. 
This means that there must be a system of true ideas. False ideas fit into this system just as 
well as fictional bodies fit in the corporeal order of nature: there is no room for them. The 
intellect, then, only produces true ideas, and all the true ideas it produces are part of the 
one, total system of true ideas.57 As we have already seen, unpacking the fundamental 
nature of the intellect is an imperative for Spinoza. 
Just as the worm takes certain objects in the blood as wholes and not as parts of a 
larger whole to which it does not have epistemic access, so does the human mind in its 
perceptual situation. This may limit the knowledge we have of the working of things and 
of the laws governing the relations between things. Not only this, but the inability of the 
56 G IV.173a-174a/C. II.20 
57 In order to account for the phenomenon of false ideas, Spinoza must appeal to another element of human 
mental life: the imagination. Though the imagination has a very limited role in the TIE, its “cunning,” as 
Garver puts it, is a major player in the unfolding of the Ethics. 
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finite mind to see the totality of influences on a part limits the knowledge we have of that 
part even when it is considered in isolation, or as a whole of its own. In Ep. 32 he writes 
that the human mind perceives only the human body, which means that the objects that 
populate human mental life are affections of the human body. They are modifications of 
that body and understood in relation to it. Still, insofar as the human mind is a finite 
intellect, it is capable of true ideas. But this does not mean that the human mind, which is 
merely a part of the infinite intellect, does not mistakenly perceive many ideas (in the forms 
of the false, the fictional, and the doubtful). As I understand it, the human body is like a 
faulty antenna processing signals from an objectively real world. Sometimes the mind 
adequately decodes its signals. Oftentimes it does not. 
The remaining sections of the discussion on falsity are some of the most esoteric in 
the TIE. However, I believe that they are also integral to a full understanding of the purpose 
of Spinoza’s engagement with falsity. Spinoza notes that one of the most insidious causes 
of deception in the human mind occurs when something that is clearly perceived in the 
intellect is also perceived confusedly in the imagination. “For then,” Spinoza writes, “so 
long as the distinct is not distinguished from the confused, certainty, i.e., a true idea, is 
mixed up with what is not distinct.”58 The problem seems to be that the intellect is not 
recognized as a distinct aspect of the mind different from the imagination. Without this 
recognition of these differing capacities of the mind, the confusions of the imagination are 
jumbled with the certainties of the intellect, potentially resulting in an unholy admixture of 
truth with untruth. According to Spinoza, the stoics confusedly imagined the immortality 
of the soul. However, they understood (via the intellect), that “subtle bodies penetrate all 
58 G II.28.17-19/C I.33 
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others, and are not penetrated by any.”59 Imagining this about the soul and understanding 
this about subtle bodies, the Stoics took to the view that the soul is the most subtle of 
bodies, that is, that the soul is indivisible and fundamental. This is presumably 
wrongheaded since Spinoza uses it as an example of what can happen when one is not 
precise in distinguishing between intellect and imagination. The result of their entwinement 
serves only to taint the sanctity of the intellect. 
Spinoza returns to a fundamental theme of the TIE: the emendation of the intellect. 
This emendation, or purification, purges our intellectual understanding from unwarranted 
admixture with imaginative confusion. This mixture only serves to pollute our 
understanding. It explains why so many great philosophers, with such highly trained 
intellects, are capable of going so wrong in their calculations. As long as the nature of the 
true idea is not clearly distinguished from other sorts of ideas, and as long as the intellect 
is not purged from its relationship to imagination, true knowledge will be concocted with 
false information gathered via ex auditu or experientia vaga. If the forms of perception are 
not distinguished, and if the lower forms of perception are not removed from philosophical 
procedure, then the philosopher risks forming new, false ideas on a bad foundation. When 
true ideas mix with false, confused ideas, more false ideas are likely to spring forth. This 
again reiterates the crucial importance of proceeding on the basis of true ideas only. For 
Spinoza the 1.) “standard of a given true idea” and 2.) the understanding of “the first 
element of the whole of Nature”60 provide the path to adequate, systemic knowledge of the 
essence of things. If we understand what makes true things true and gain awareness of 
59 G II.28/C I.33 
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knowledge of the first element of nature, or the most perfect Being, then we can securely 
make genuine progress in gaining knowledge of the order of nature. 
Before proceeding to the analysis of the doubtful idea, Spinoza writes, “the origin 
of Nature can neither be conceived abstractly, or universally, nor be extended more widely 
in the intellect than it really is, and since it has no likeness to changeable things, we need 
fear no confusion concerning its idea, provided that we have the standard of truth (which 
we have already shown). For it is a unique and infinite being, beyond which there is no 
being.”61 There are many registers of importance in a passage like this, but for us, this 
shows, yet again why God, i.e., the most perfect Being, i.e., the origin of Nature, is the best 
standard through which we can organize a system of philosophy. The true idea of God is 
an idea unlike any other idea because it is an idea of something completely incomparable 
to all other things. If we have the standard of truth outlined above, that is, the perception 
of certainty known strictly through the intellect and unmixed with the confusions of 
imagination, then this true idea is a uniquely appropriate truth with which to found a 
systematic inquiry. The idea is of something that has no relation to likeness to the things 
of the world. There can be no image of it. 
3.2.3 THE DOUBTFUL IDEA: §§77-80 
The final sort of untrue idea with which Spinoza engages is the doubtful idea, which 
he dispenses with more quickly than the false and fictitious. After swiping at those who 
pretend to doubt but in fact do not—presumably, a certain kind of obnoxious skeptic— 
61 G II.29.12-17/C I.34 
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Spinoza attempts to explain what it is about the doubtful idea that makes it doubtful. The 
doubtfulness does not come from the thing of which there is a doubtful idea: “There is no 
doubt in the soul, therefore, through the thing itself concerning which one doubts.”62 One 
might think, then, that the nature of the doubt is a product of the idea of the thing in doubt, 
i.e., the objective, not the formal, essence. However, this is not right either. In order to
unpack the nature of doubt, it is worth quoting Spinoza at length: 
That is, if there should be only one idea in the soul, then, whether it is true 
or false, there will be neither doubt nor certainty, but only a sensation of a 
certain sort. For in itself this idea is nothing but a sensation of a certain sort. 
...doubt will arise through another idea which is not so clear and 
distinct that we can infer from it something certain about the thing 
concerning which there is doubt. That is, the idea that puts us in doubt is not 
clear and distinct. For example, if someone has never been led, either by 
experience or by anything else, to think about the deceptiveness of the 
senses, he will never doubt whether the sun is larger or smaller than it 
appears to be. So Country People are generally surprised when they hear 
that the sun is much larger than the earth. But in thinking about the 
deceptiveness of the senses, doubt arises, i.e., the person knows that his 
senses have sometimes deceived him, but he knows this only confusedly; 
for he does not know how the senses deceive. And if someone, after 
doubting, acquires a true knowledge of the senses and of how, by their 
means, things at a distance are presented then the doubt is again removed.63 
Spinoza is in odd epistemological and psychological territory here, and this passage reveals 
major difference between the Spinoza of the TIE and the Spinoza of the Ethics. In the 
Ethics, it would make no sense to speak of a sensation of a “certain sort.” This 
62 G II.29.2-27/C I.34 
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unilluminating phrase would be unintelligible if Spinoza had not provided a perceptual 
framework for human minds at the outset of the TIE. What does it mean to claim that an 
idea is merely some kind of sensation, one of which there is no adjoining epistemological 
status, one to which no further description or determination can be made? For consistency’s 
sake, I think Spinoza should say that the perception of the sun is through experientia vaga, 
the second mode of perception in the TIE.64 To equate this perception with merely a 
sensation of a certain sort is to show that for Spinoza, at this stage, psychology and 
epistemology have not yet revealed themselves as thoroughly entangled. For the mature 
Spinoza of the Ethics, modes of perception and kinds of knowledge are two ways of 
describing one and the same thing. 
In his example, this “certain sensation” is merely the appearance of the sun. The 
perceiver, in Spinoza’s hypothetical situation, cannot be said to have certainty of the sun’s 
size because s/he does not have any true knowledge of this size. True knowledge can only 
be had concerning the essence of the thing in question. In this case s/he only has what s/he’s 
seen. So certainty is precluded from the person. But the perceiver also cannot doubt the 
size. There has been no occasion to do so. At the least, the appearance of the sun, in itself, 
provides no reason for doubting its size. There must be something else that spurs the 
perceiver into this position of doubt. This is why Spinoza can say that neither the thing nor 
the idea of the thing harbors the doubt. The doubt only arises in the idea through its relation 
64 In the sensation Spinoza is describing there is neither doubt nor certainty. Because of the absence of the 
latter, it is clear that he cannot mean that the perception of the sensation is true. Therefore, the perception 
cannot be of ratio or scientia intuitiva. But there is also nothing in the sensation that brings one to doubt its 
veracity. I maintain, then, that the corresponding form of perception to this sensation must be experientia 
vaga. Recall that Spinoza has earlier described several examples of things he has perceived via experientia 
vaga, like the fact that he will die one day or that oil feeds fire. He has had no experience to contradict these 
pieces of knowledge or put them in doubt, so even though he cannot be said to have true ideas in these 
instances, these ideas are also not in doubt. It is up to another idea to put these ideas in doubt. 
204 
to another idea. Here, the doubt of the sun’s size arises through the relation of the idea of 
the sun’s size to the idea of the deceptiveness of the senses. 
Note two things. First, this is a relational problem amongst ideas. The perceptual 
root, i.e., the formal essence, i.e., the thing itself, is not a cause of doubt. It is only the thing 
about which there is doubt. Doubt is a product of setting a pre-held idea in relation to 
another idea. Second, it must be the case that the other idea is not clear and distinct. If the 
idea were clear and distinct, then it would answer whether or not the sun really is the size 
it appears to be. If it did this, we would be left with true knowledge, not doubt. Thinking 
about the deceptiveness of the senses might be enough to get one to question the size of 
the sun as it appears, but it is certainly not enough to prove that the sun’s apparent size is 
deceptive. To do this, one would also have to know about that nature of the deceptiveness 
of the senses, not simply that the senses deceive. This would, again, relieve the doubt. In 
short, then, doubt exists in the mind of a perceiver when an idea is put in relationship with 
another idea that is neither clear nor distinct enough to contribute certainty to the original 
idea in question.65 
This quick discussion of doubt turns back to the question of the most perfect Being, 
God. The purpose of understanding the nature of doubt, like that of falsity and fiction, is to 
understand the nature of truth. We want truth so that we can have a true idea of God, the 
most perfect Being, the foundation of Spinoza’s philosophical system. The purpose of the 
65 I should note that this does not (seem to) necessitate that the idea is not clear and distinct, just that it is not 
clear and distinct in the way necessary to provide certainty to the idea to which it is related. For example, one 
might know, very clearly, that the senses deceive. One only needs one experience of sensory deception to 
realize this. However, maybe there have not been occasions to question the size of distant objects, and so the 
knowledge of sensory deceptiveness is not “full” enough—clear and distinct enough—to include that aspect 
of the idea in one’s knowledge of it. Additionally, even if we know that senses deceive in this particular way, 
we do not know how they deceive in this way. Because of this, the idea still does not contain the clarity and 
distinctiveness necessary to relieve the perceiver of doubt. 
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emendation of the intellect should be to lead us to the true idea of God, from which 
everything else will follow. 
The preceding discussion of doubt shows us the cases in which we could come to 
doubt our true ideas. How could we come to doubt a true idea? Recall that it is possible to 
do this, Spinoza writes, because although true ideas are certain, the perceiver of a true idea 
is by no means aware of the certainty in this idea. The discussion of the false, fictitious, 
and doubtful idea, undertaken for the sake of clarity regarding the nature of the true idea, 
should aid in the investigator’s ability to recognize a true idea. If we do not yet recognize 
the certainty of true ideas, then even when we have them (or are inhabited by them) we can 
doubt them. To do this, we would have to put this idea in relation to another (relevant) idea, 
one that is not clear or distinct enough to provide certainty to the idea in question. A 
defining characteristic of a true idea, though, is its certainty. The only idea, so far as 
Spinoza seems concerned, that could undermine the certainty of a true idea is the idea that 
there is a deceptive God that “misleads us even in the things most certain,” an idea clearly 
indebted to Descartes. If there is a deceptive God, then all true ideas are in question, i.e., 
doubtable. To guarantee the certainty of any true idea, the idea of God (the most perfect 
Being) must be clear and distinct. As long as it is epistemically possible for God to be 
deceptive, the idea of God is not clear and distinct, and therefore incapable of guaranteeing 
legitimacy to any true idea. Unlike his predecessor, though Spinoza does not seem too 
troubled by the idea of a grand deceiver. In §79, wherein Spinoza discusses this Cartesian 
question of an evil deceiver, the use of the term “God” – also “the most perfect Being” – 
is as a stand in for “the origin of all things.”66 This is revelatory for the sense in which God 
66 G II.30/C I.35 
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is epistemologically relevant at this stage in the message. The presumptive view is that in 
order to have true/certain knowledge of things, like the nature of the human mind, etc., 
knowledge of the most perfect Being is necessary. At this stage we do not have – at least 
in theoretical consciousness – knowledge of this most perfect Being. All that is 
epistemologically available is that this Being is that which must function as the genetic 
origin of all other Being. For Spinoza as intellectualist, this means that knowledge of X is 
foundational knowledge to all other knowledge. Obtaining knowledge of this X, i.e., God, 
i.e., the origin of all things, is the key for eliminating the worry regarding the deceptive
God. If we have certain knowledge about the origin of everything, there is nothing behind 
or beyond this origin, and therefore no deceiver. This knowledge would be indubitable, 
like the knowledge of a triangle when we discover that the three angles of a triangle equal 
the sum of two right angles. The method must, then, turn on the question of the nature of 
God and establish, beyond the shadow of a doubt, this nature. All knowledge is dependent 
upon this task. 
This, I think, also shows why Spinoza dealt with the doubtful idea last. If one can 
come to understand what a true idea is through its difference from a false and fictitious 
idea, one still has to deal with the possibility of doubt. As long as we cannot eliminate the 
possibility of the deceiver, all true ideas are in doubt. Recall from the above discussion on 
fictional ideas that the modality of possibility is only applicable in a situation of epistemic 
ignorance. The only way for the philosopher to rid himself of this ignorance, or creeping 
sense of possibility, is to understand the origin of all Being. This epistemological and 
methodological treatise reveals its own disciplinary dependence on a 
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metaphysical/ontological fact: the nature of God.67 It must posit God as origin of Being for 
the accessibility/possibility of any other knowledge. In other words, there is one piece of 
foundational, indubitable knowledge that must ground everything else. God is as yet 
unknown, but its function in the method is now well established.68 It serves as self- 
grounding knowledge that is only hypothetically accepted through the assurance it gives to 
all other knowledge. Without it, the only other option is skepticism, which, given Spinoza’s 
general attitude toward the skeptic, and the phenomenological evidence for much of our 
knowledge, is no option at all. This knowledge, when obtained, will eliminate the doubt 
arising from the question of the deceiver and thereby safeguard all knowledge. 
In his concluding remarks on the nature of doubt Spinoza writes, “doubt always 
arises from the fact that things are investigated without order,”69 reiterating the crucial 
importance of cautiously proceeding step by careful step in a necessary order of 
investigation. “Doubt is nothing but the suspension of the mind concerning some 
affirmation or negation.”70 It is a state of ignorance which would be assuaged by more 
perfect knowledge. Spinoza’s idea is that if we proceed rightly, i.e., in the proper order, 
from certain knowledge of the nature of the origin of all things onward, then doubt would 
be eliminated. 
The discussions of the fictitious, false, and doubtful ideas each conclude by adding 
to an understanding of the nature of the true idea and its relationship to the most perfect 
67 To clarify, this treatise requires the nature of God be what it is in order to guarantee its legitimacy and 
truth but only insofar as all knowledge requires this nature of God. The TIE does not require recognition of 
intuitive knowledge of God. If it did, the project would never get off the ground because it would depend 
upon that which it purports to discover. It must genuinely discover knowledge of God, but it must also rely 
on God as the unknown that legitimizes any discovery. Such is the unique nature of God, the origin of all 
things. 
68 It is similar to a force, like gravity, whose effects can be felt everywhere but whose essence is still hidden. 
69 G II.30/C I.34 
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Being. In the sections on fictions, we learn of the analytic simplicity of basic truths. In the 
sections on falsity, we learn of the requirement for clear and distinct intellectual certainty 
of basic truths, unmixed with imaginative perception. Finally, in the sections on doubt, we 
learn of the need for a fundamental ground to safeguard true ideas. It is the simplest of 
ideas, unique unto itself, intellectually certain yet utterly unimaginable, that provides this 
steady ground. This is the idea of God. 
3.3 THE CULMINATION OF THE FIRST PART OF THE METHOD 
In my estimation, the culminating moments of the first part of the method, which 
undertakes to distinguish the true idea from the fictitious, the false, and the doubtful ideas, 
occur from §§84-90.71 In §84 Spinoza states that at this point he has successfully shown 
the difference between the true idea and the other sorts of ideas. Fittingly, this is a 
difference in origin, i.e., a difference in the proximate cause of the idea. These different 
causes—between the true and untrue idea—are different powers of the mind: the intellect 
and the imagination. While the intellect gives rise to true ideas, the imagination is 
responsible for fictitious, false, and doubtful ideas. In fact, strictly speaking, it is 
71 In §§81-83 Spinoza transitions away from the inquiry into doubt (§§77-80) with a quick word about the 
nature of memory. The central reason for this, so far as I can tell, is so as to leave nothing out that might be 
relevant to understanding the nature of the intellect. Memory, according to Spinoza, can be affected by both 
the intellect and the imagination, though the latter is only capable of remembering singular things and 
experiencing bodies. I here avoid any complete discussion of the nature of memory since it is tangential to 
the purpose of this essay. However, there is one point from §83 that should not be overlooked. Memory, 
according to Spinoza, is reinforced the more intelligible a thing is and the easier it is to imagine. According 
to Spinoza, then, “we cannot but retain a thing that is most singular if only it is also intelligible” (G II.32/C 
I.36). The effect on memory is strongest, I venture to claim, when we perceive via scientia intuitiva. In this
(highest mode of perception) we have thoroughly intelligible knowledge of the essence of a singular thing.
This will be relevant during the reconstruction of Spinoza’s examples of the fourth proportional in Chapter
4. Suffice it to say for now that this is an early instance of the harmonious work of the intellect and
imagination to partake in the flourishing of the human mind, at least in the case of remembrance.
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misleading to refer to the imagination (at least as it is conceived in the TIE72) as a power, 
since the sensations and perceptions of the imagination are the result of its passivity to 
external causes that move the mind as they must. The intellect is the true power of the 
mind.73 We might even go so far as to say that the imagination is simply given as that 
aspect of the mind wherein there is a lack of intellect. 
The most revelatory section for this culmination, though, is §85. I will quote this 
short passage in full: 
We have shown that a true idea is simple, or composed of simple ideas; that 
it shows how and why something is, or has been done; and that its objective 
effects proceed in the soul according to the formal nature of its object. This 
is the same as what the ancients said, i.e., that true knowledge proceeds from 
cause to effect—except that so far as I know they never conceived the soul 
(as we do here) as acting according to certain laws, like a spiritual 
automaton.74 
72 The nature of the imagination is much more thoroughly explored in the Ethics. It is shown, in some ways, 
to be a fascinating power of its own. However, in the TIE, the imagination appears only as the antagonist to 
intellect, the great protagonist of Spinoza’s epistemological story. In fact, Spinoza suggests in the TIE that 
the essence of the imagination is unimportant for his current inquiry except insofar as it is determined as the 
negation of the intellect. Spinoza writes, “take the imagination any way you like here, provided it is 
something different from the intellect, and in which the soul has the nature of something acted on” (G 
II.32.10-12/C I.37). In is only essential, for the advancement of the method at this moment, to state the
difference of the imagination from the intellect in respect to one property: its passivity to external cause. The
intellect, we know, is caused through itself.
73 Spinoza also plays on the difference between contingency and necessity in §84 in a way that detaches them
from their typical allegiance to freedom and determinism. The contingent or fortuitous motions of the body
are passively determined to behave in such-and-such ways due to the overriding influence of external causes.
This does not mean that there is no metaphysical necessity requiring the “contingent” happenings that alter
the body. It only means that, from the perspective of that specific body, situated as it is in the order of real
existence, it happens that what it endures are events not of its own choosing, but are, rather, fated. On the
other hand, the free power of the mind, the intellect, obeys specific, necessary laws, as will be discussed in
the main body of the text shortly. Through this participation in the order of essences the intellect is the active
power of the mind, free in its necessity.
74 G II.32 /C I.37
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First, recall that Spinoza believes he has already proven that there is something essential 
about the nature of the idea that distinguishes it from the thing of which it is an idea. This 
is the essence of the idea. When we have true ideas, i.e., ideas produced solely from the 
intellect, the formal power of the mind, the “objective effects proceed in the soul according 
to the formal nature of its object.” Unpacking this statement in its proper contexts reveals 
its distinction from the earlier form of the formal/objective distinction. Earlier, Spinoza 
had spoken of the idea as the objective essence of the body, with the body as the formal 
essence. Now, he is writing about the inner relation of a true idea to itself. This is the 
reflexivity of the idea, the self-relation of the ideal thing. A methodological and ordered 
discussion of the self-reflection of the idea is only possible at the end of a discourse 
resolving in an understanding of the nature of a true idea. This is precisely what Spinoza 
thinks he has achieved at the end of the first part of the method. 
Since Spinoza is not discussing any ole idea, but rather the true idea specifically, 
he can investigate the reflexivity of the idea because the idea is its own formal cause. It is 
not the result of bodily impressions/sensations, in which case it is merely passive, i.e., 
requires something external of which it is the idea. The true idea is active, and thusly self- 
constituting. It is both the formal and objective essence. When the idea is totally self- 
determined, the objective essence (the idea of the idea) is the necessary result of the formal 
essence, the idea itself. 
Amongst other things, one immediate thing to note about this, is that it stops the 
potential interpretation of Spinoza’s theory of ideas as lasing into an infinite regress. This 
would result in an infinity mirror: ideas of ideas of ideas of ideas, ad infinitum. Spinoza is 
able to avoid this undesirable outcome because the reflexivity of the idea is different from 
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the relation of the idea to the body. In the relation of the idea to the body, the idea gets its 
content from the body, not itself. It is meaningfully different than the body, even as it is, in 
some sense, the same thing. The idea, as we saw above, adds something new to the essence 
of the thing that is purely ideal. This is the formal essence of the idea. However, the 
reflexive idea, i.e., the idea of the idea, adds no new essential content to the equation. The 
idea of the idea of the idea would look no different than the idea of the idea. They are 
equivalent in their self-relation and so there is no need to worry about some endless 
movement of the idea into deeper, stranger recesses of reality. It all remains intelligible in 
the space of reflexivity, or self-relation. 
This also shows that whereas the idea is passively determined by the body, it is 
actively determined by itself, thus revealing the path, for the first time, of its salvation: the 
method itself. It is as if this is the moment at which the method achieves self-awareness. 
The methodologist (philosopher), proceeding in methodical order, may realize at this point 
that the method is not simply the ordered path to the blessed life, but is itself the unfolding 
of that blessedness in real time. In other words, methodological, ordered pursuit of the 
blessed life proceeds via the standard of a given true idea, wherein true ideas are known to 
be ideas produced by the free activity of the mind itself. The ordered revelation of powerful 
true ideas out of one another is the living enactment of the freedom of the mind. Freedom, 
as described in the Book V of the Ethics, is blessedness itself. Blessedness is not a static 
result of intellectual labor but unfolds in the development of the Intellect along an ordered 
path as the mind incrementally increases its power of acting. After all, at 3p11s Spinoza 
notes that joy is the affect corresponding to the Mind’s passage “to a greater perfection.”75 
75 G II.149/C I.501 
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The activity of the Intellect, the Mind’s free self-development, is a joy, one that only 
increases as the ordered, regimented unfolding of the philosophical method progresses. 
And yet, so much of this is still preliminary until we reach the establishment of the 
definition of the most perfect Being. 
The remainder of this culminating section does not provide much new information. 
There is a heavy emphasis on the difference between the imagination and the intellect, 
presumably with the goal of the further emendation of the intellect. By focusing on the 
difference between the activity of the intellect and the passivity of the imagination, Spinoza 
seeks to clarify the perceptual acts that should be avoided for this philosophical pursuit. 
When one fails to distinguish between intellect and imagination, as so many have, we might 
think that we know the things of imagination more clearly than those of the intellect.76 We 
might conflate the two at times, or make the same mistake as the stoics, combining 
knowledge gained via the intellect with that of the imagination to form new, false 
composites. We might also be susceptible to the common definition of words rather than 
their true definition. This mistake has us adopt meanings that “are established according to 
the pleasure and power of understanding of ordinary people, so that they are only signs of 
things as they are in the imagination.”77 The sign of the thing could be radically different 
than the actual meaning of the thing as determined by the intellect expunged of imaginative, 
76 Spinoza does not go into any detail here about why this is other than the general fact that confusion 
regarding the nature of the perceptions we experience yields confusion regarding their legitimacy and truth 
value. I think we should also note that ideas carry with them degrees of power, as we learn in the Ethics, and 
ideas that have passively entered our mind through the imagination could, in certain instances, be more 
powerful than other ideas actively produced by our mind. 
77 G II.33.12-14/C I.38 
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conventional influence. The definition of God, so central to Spinoza’s entire philosophical 
endeavor, is a case in point.78 
Though the intellect and the imagination have been played against one another 
throughout the TIE, like the most perfect Being (God), they are both still essentially 
unknown. Just as Spinoza asserts that God is the origin of all things, without yet having 
knowledge of God beyond that property, he also develops the notions of the imagination 
and the intellect for the fruitful unfolding of the method without having a firm grasp on the 
constitution of either. They function as poles. At this point, a defining characteristic of the 
imagination is that it is not intellect. The intellect, likewise, is known for its not being the 
imagination. The imagination is purely passive, the intellect active. The Goal of the 
emendation is, partially, to purge the mind of this passivity, to enter into a realm of pure 
intellectual activity and to understand in what this activity consists. The path toward this 
goal requires the attempt to observe the activity of the mind, of which the inquiry into the 
nature of a true idea aids.79 
Clarity on the distinction between imagination and intellect, with a central focus on 
the importance of true definitions determined purely by the intellect, is the perfect move to 
the second part of the method. Now that we know the power of our own mind when it 
proceeds methodologically, we should adopt rules so as to guide us to the perceptual 
78 Spinoza also makes mention of words like uncreated, immortal, and infinite to make this point. Though 
each of these words expresses the thing negatively, viz. not created, not mortal, not finite, the thing expressed 
is actually affirmative. However, because the infinite, immortal, uncreated is poorly conceived in the 
imaginations of the ordinary people who dictate the usage of natural language, they are expressed as the 
negative counterparts of the truly negative, viz., the created, the mortal, and the finite. Words, then, are no 
guide. 
79 For the remainder of the TIE the imagination will continue to be developed purely negatively. The TIE 
seeks to know the essence of the Intellect and determines the imagination only insofar as this is necessary. 
Still, as Spinoza writes in the Ethics, determination is negation. In determining both of these concepts through 
their not-being the other they receive their content. 
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accomplishment of new truths. The most important of these rules, according to Spinoza, is 
the establishment of good definitions. 
3.4 THE SECOND PART OF THE METHOD, PART I: DEFINITION: §§91-98 
Spinoza writes that the aim, of the second part of the method, is as follows: 
To have clear and distinct ideas, i.e., such as have been made from the pure 
mind, and not from fictitious motions of the body. And then, so that all ideas 
may be led back to one, we shall strive to connect and order them so that 
our mind, as far as possible, reproduces objectively the formal character of 
nature, both as to the whole and to the part.80 
The emendation of the intellect proceeds via the elimination of the imagination from the 
realm of philosophical inquiry, at least in the TIE.81 All perceptions should be through 
“ratio” and scientia intuitiva, with privilege, as we will see again, going to the latter. 
Careful attention to the structure of the second sentence of this passage shows that the 
conclusion should be that all ideas are led back to a single idea. This would be a simple, 
fundamental, primordial idea that acts as the necessary proximate cause of all other ideas 
80 G II.34.2-7/C I.38 
81 This, I think, is part of why there has been some debate as to how to properly translate the title of the TIE, 
Tractatus de Intellectus emendatione. As Joachim suggests, “It seems impossible to find a satisfactory 
English equivalent” (1940), noting that “the improvement of the understanding” and the “amendation of the 
understanding” have been alternative translations used by Elwes and Roth and Pollock respectively. It seems 
to me that the title employed by Curley, adopted in this essay, is the best option. Properly speaking, the 
Intellect does not need purification. It is the activity of the mind. But it is the Intellect that is the main concern 
of the essay. The term “understanding” can be used in a wider sense by Spinoza. If by “emendation” is meant 
restoration “to its natural perfection, by eliminating from it certain accretions, ideas of imagination, ideas 
which are not its own but have come to it from an external source,” as Joachim explains it, then this is the 
best word for this emendative process undertaken in this treatise (1, 1940). Part of the issue may be that 
Spinoza does not have a thoroughgoing distinction between the Mind and the Intellect at this point in his 
philosophical development. To rectify some of the confusion, we may think of the project of the TIE as the 
“purification of the mind.” 
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in the order of nature. If we proceed via the ordered connection of true ideas, then we gain 
reflexive knowledge of the “formal character of nature” that should lead to a simple idea, 
an idea that has only itself as a cause and is the fuel for all other ideas. The specific idea 
Spinoza has in mind is, of course, God. The goal, then, is to achieve a true idea of God 
through the ordered connection of other true ideas, and then, reversing course, jettison back 
out from this fundamental idea.82 
In order to do this, we must have true ideas and know how to connect and order 
them. I suggest that this requires three different things. Spinoza only focuses on the first of 
these three, which makes my interpretative suggestions speculative, at least at this point. 
First, we must have proper definitions of the true things, which we discuss extensively 
below. Secondly, we must establish axioms that govern the connections amongst these true 
things. Third, we must order them according to the goal of the inquiry. Spinoza’s goal is 
immediately the emendation of the intellect and ultimately the blessed life. The ideas should 
be ordered to the view of the whole and the part: of God and the human situation in the 
fabric of God. I take it that the order Spinoza establishes amongst his most relevant and 
powerful true ideas is the order of definitions, axioms, and propositions as presented in the 
Ethics. Given this, I will wait until the next chapter to evaluate how this development 
supposedly takes place. 
The second point, which establishes the connection amongst true ideas, largely by 
means of axioms, will also be withheld from any developed analysis. At this point, Spinoza 
wants to make sure all the focus is placed on definitions. As the current investigation is of 
82 In fact, this seems to happen in Book I of the Ethics. More specifically, Book I of the Ethics uses a series 
of propositions and definitions, including a definition of God, to prove the necessary existence of God at 
1p11. The remainder of the Ethics presumes this necessary existence. 
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a specific thing, the most perfect Being, the use of axioms is discouraged, and the use of 
abstractions is utterly abolished. (We do not need to worry about the nature of an 
abstraction, though its comprehension would help us understand his mature epistemology 
in Ethics II.)83 Spinoza writes, “from universal axioms alone the intellect cannot descend 
to singulars, since axioms extend to infinity, and do not determine the intellect to the 
contemplation of one singular thing rather than another.”84 As we saw earlier, in the 
analysis of memory, Spinoza notes that singular things are more powerfully retained. 
Earlier still, in §72-73 of the analysis of falsity, Spinoza claims that the highest knowledge 
possible is of simple, singular things, and that this knowledge does not extend to infinity. 
Since axioms do extend to infinity, they are not involved in the direct contemplation of 
singular things and do not provide the perceiver with the greatest type of knowledge. The 
definite knowledge of a singular thing is finite regardless of whether or not the thing 
contemplated is finite,85 and it is of that thing in its solitude. Axioms, I suggest, are like 
universal laws of nature. They apply infinitely and universally but are not contained in the 
essence of any individuals. If we want to connect true ideas together via axioms, we first 
need the definitions of some true ideas. 
Since the exercise of the method is to generate clear and distinct ideas, the best way 
to do so is to proceed via good definitions. The best sorts of definitions, according to 
Spinoza, are those that pierce the essence of the thing defined. The second part of the 
83 Spinoza does not go into any detail here regarding the nature of an abstraction or why such a thing must 
be avoided. Since the goal is to have clear and distinct ideas of the essences of things, it is presumably 
important to carefully work toward the real, essence of the thing in its singularity, i.e., in what makes it its 
unique self, not in the properties it shares with others. 
84 G II.34/C I.39 
85 This is another example of the unbridgeable difference between the idea and the object of the idea. If an 
idea can be finite while its object is infinite, then the two clearly do not share the same essence. 
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method must articulate what is required of a good definition and how to discover these 
definitions. In other words, once the first part of the method teaches the philosopher how 
to recognize the distinction between a true perception and other kinds of perception, the 
second aspect of method seeks the achievement of the best kinds of true perceptions, i.e., 
perceptions articulated in perfect definitions. Spinoza’s chief concern with creating good 
definitions is a further determination of the goal of the second part of the method originally 
articulated at §49 in which the stated purpose is to “teach rules so that we may perceive 
things unknown according to such a standard.”86 Though these sections do contain a few 
rules, they are mentioned only in passing.87 The most relevant “rules” of §§91-98 regard 
the way to produce good definitions, which will be discussed below. 
According to Spinoza, a perfect definition is one which will “explain the inmost 
essence of the thing, and to take care not to use certain propria in its place.”88 In order to 
understand what Spinoza means, I will first recall his taxonomy of the kinds of perception 
and then unpack two ways of defining a circle, which Spinoza uses in §96. 
The assumption that a definition is meant to articulate the essence of a thing is 
somewhat unproblematic. The goal of a definition is to explain what the thing is. Spinoza 
wants the “inmost” essence, though. To understand this, I think we need to recall the 
difference between “ratio” and scientia intuitiva, the third and fourth modes of perception 
detailed in the previous chapter. Since ex auditu and experiential vaga are imaginative 
86 G II.18-19/C I.23. 
87 As far as I can tell, these rules only receive voice in §93 and are as follows: 1.) Never reason via abstraction 
2.) Do not confuse objects that are only ideal with those that are real and 3.) Draw conclusions from “a true 
and legitimate definition” (G II.34/C I.39). Spinoza has also made clear that true definitions are of the 
essences of things. If the thing is not self-caused, then this essence is best understood through the proximate 
cause of it. If the thing is self-caused, one need look no further for the essence. 
88 G II.34/C I.39 
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modes of perception that speak merely of propria and have no connection to the essence of 
the thing in question, they are immediately eliminated as potential candidates for the 
perceptual generator of a perfect definition. This leaves “ratio” and scientia intuitiva. Both 
of these, to one degree or another, speak to the essence of the thing, but it is only the latter 
that is able to provide us with the insight necessary to gather the “inmost” essence. 
Perception via “ratio” occurs when the essence of the thing is inferred from the outside. 
We do not know what gravity, dark matter, or dream states are in their inmost essence, but 
we do observe their effects, and these effects inform us about their nature in a meaningful 
way. Recall that “This happens, either when we infer the cause from some effect, or when 
something is inferred from some universal, which some property always accompanies.”89 
Spinoza has just warned against the use of universals at this stage. Inferring the cause from 
some effect, even if that effect is well understood and the cause is validly deduced, is still 
to have a limited perspective on that cause. We know that the thing is able to have X effect. 
We do not know all the potential effects that are capable of following from the cause 
because we do not know the cause, i.e., the thing itself. A perfect definition would provide 
the philosopher with the ability to logically deduce all potential properties and effects that 
could follow from the essence of the thing. 
Given this, the remaining mode of perception, scientia intuitiva, must be the form 
of knowing, i.e., the mode of perception, through which the most perfect definitions are 
generated. I stress this here for two reasons. First, Spinoza makes no mention of this 
himself, so it is not as explicit as it could be, even though I think it is unproblematically 
inferred from his earlier articulation of the four modes of perception. Scientia intuitiva is 
89 G II.10.17-19/C I.13 
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the mode of perception that relies only on the essence of the thing, whereas “ratio” requires 
an effect that follows from the essence of the thing. Making this explicit helps shore up the 
role of a fundamental way of knowing embodied in the opening definitions of the Ethics. 
This leads into my second reason, which is also a minor thesis of this chapter: the 
definitions that open the Ethics are known by the author of the text through scientia 
intuitiva and therefore should capture the inmost essence of the thing defined.90 This is a 
controversial view (see the excursus below), but I think the evidence from the TIE supports 
it, not to mention the general uncompromising boldness of Spinoza’s enter philosophical 
enterprise. Some of the fundamental methodological and epistemological goals of the TIE 
include an understanding of the different modes of knowing/perception, the ability to 
recognize the nature of a true perception, and the achievement of knowledge of the most 
perfect Being. This is the path to the system of philosophy proper. 
When we put these elements together, we see that the goal, for the beginning of 
philosophy, is to have in place knowledge of the inmost essence of the most perfect Being. 
If we were to begin with a definition of God that captured essence inadequately, via “ratio,” 
we would not understand God in its singularity, and/or, we would only understand that 
being through a particular effect. The best definitions, and the best philosophy, should be 
able to unpack (theoretically) the totality of effects that follow from the thing defined. In 
order to powerfully understand our human place in the world, our connection to the whole 
of Nature (God), we must see how we follow from the essence of God, as modifications of 
that very Being. 
90 This is not to say that the reader should have an intuitive grasp of the notion of substance or attribute when 
first perusing the opening pages of the Ethics, especially in the highly technical manner in which they are 
presented. That would be ridiculous. It is to claim, though, that the author of the text, or at least the standpoint 
of the text itself, takes the definitions as expressions of knowledge gained via scientia intuitiva. 
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In order to come to a good definition of the most perfect Being, like any definition, 
we have to know what the conditions are for the possibility of such a definition and then 
the best way to discover this definition. Take the definitions of the circle as articulated in 
§95 and §96. Spinoza provides an unsatisfactory definition and an adequate definition. The
inadequate, unsatisfactory definition is described as follows: “If a circle, for example, is 
defined as a figure in which the lines drawn from the center to the circumference are equal, 
no one fails to see that such a definition does not at all explain the essence of the circle, but 
only a property of it.”91 The adequate definition states that a circle “is the figure that is 
described by any line of which one end is fixed and the other movable.”92 Clearly, for 
Spinoza, the first definition fails because it describes the circle in terms of a property of 
that circle, whereas the latter explains it in terms of its proximate cause. Unfortunately, 
given Spinoza’s characteristic terseness, there is no further mathematical or geometrical 
presentation of how the former definition describes a mere property while the latter 
definition presents the proximate cause. We know that these must be the ways in which the 
aforementioned definitions succeed or fail, but for us non-mathematicians, the ways that 
these definitions do so is not as self-evident as Spinoza presumes.93 Despite this, with some 
91 G II.35.1-4/C I.39 
92 G II.35.14-16/C I.40 
93 Spinoza uses the same example in Ep. 60 to Tschirnhaus. In this instance, the inadequate definition of a 
circle is one in which we attempt to form an idea of the circle based on its property of consisting of an infinity 
of rectangles. Without explanation, Spinoza states that this does not work. He claims, though, as he does in 
the TIE, that “a circle is the space described by a line one end of which is fixed and the other is moving” (G 
IV.270-271.27-1/ C II.433). The only difference in the two adequate definitions of a circle we get from
Spinoza is that one is a figure and the other is a space. I do not think we need to read into this. In both
instances, the circumscribed space is produced in the same way. Whether this is nominally a “figure” or a
“space,” it is the same thing since it has the same efficient cause. As Spinoza says in this letter, “To know
which of the many ideas of a thing is sufficient for deducing all its properties, I pay attention to one thing
only: that the idea or definition of the thing expresses the efficient cause” (G IV.270.20-23/C II.432-433).
This is revelatory because it means that the (adequate) idea and the definition are one and the same thing: the
expression of the efficient cause of that thing. Since the idea simply is the thing it is the idea of, Spinoza can
say that a good definition captures the inmost essence of the thing and can do so unproblematically.
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slight effort, I think we can see his point more clearly by indulging the example. The first 
definition, in which the figure is described by the fact that lines drawn from its center are 
all equal, takes the presence of the circle to already be in hand. In other words, we can see 
this facet of the circle when we already have this plane figure in mind. I have the circle in 
my mind’s eye, or on the page, etc., and I can see that all lines radiating from the center 
are equal. I can know this with certainty only on the basis of some more fundamental 
knowledge regarding the nature of circles.94 Such knowledge, though, does not produce 
the circle. It is, rather, a property of a circle that already, in some sense or other, exists. The 
latter definition, on the other hand, describes the circle in its genesis, as a figure produced 
by a line in which one end is fixed and the other is not. This definition is meant to show 
how the figure comes into existence (whether that be its real existence or the ideal existence 
of its essence). In so doing, it provides the cause of the being and, supposedly, is the ground 
for the discovery of further properties of that circle. On the basis of this we might claim 
that the information in the former, inadequate definition (that the lines drawn from the 
circle’s center have equal length) could arise from the knowledge that the circle is a figure 
with a line that has one fixed and one movable end. The property described in the former 
definition could follow from the essence articulated in the latter definition.95 However, that 
essence could not be produced from that property. How do we get to knowledge of the 
essence, then? 
94 Spinoza also points out that, though this difference (between inadequate and adequate definitions may not 
seem that important with regards to mathematical objects for “real beings” it very well can be. If we know 
something only through its properties and not through itself, then we fail to know what it means to know that 
thing. This means, among other things, that we cannot discover more about that thing through that knowledge 
but that we are, in a sense, stuck. 
95 The problems with this theory of definition are mentioned by Spinoza’s most astute correspondent, 
Tschirnhaus, in Ep. 82. 
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If this is an accurate portrayal of what Spinoza is up to, then we must bite the 
proverbial bullet. Spinoza is, at the outset of the Ethics, making exceptionally bold claims 
as to the inmost nature of reality on the basis of intuition.96 To my mind, this is not out of 
step with the unyielding spirit of Spinozistic philosophy, nor is it untrue to the letter of the 
TIE or the goals of the Ethics. The Ethics, I believe, cannot achieve what it strives to teach, 
i.e., the intellectual love of God via scientia intuitiva, without the presence of that very
mode of perception in the original definitions. The definitions that open his magnum opus 
must meet his own standards for a true and legitimate definition. It must express the 
affirmative essence of something via the highest mode of perception. Given the nature of 
the modes of perception in the TIE, scientia intuitiva cannot be an emergent property, or 
epiphenomenon, resulting from the judicious use of “ratio.” Given the radical rethinking 
of the nature of “ratio” in the Ethics, it is yet to be seen whether or not this will remain the 
case for Spinoza’s mature epistemology. But even if a more powerful version of ratio 
emerges in the Ethics, unless it carries within it the intuitive understanding of the essence 
of singular things, it will still be unable to do the necessary work. In fact, it cannot be so 
constituted, or it would be utterly indistinguishable for scientia intuitiva.97 In order to fully 
understand how Spinoza’s work on the nature of definition develops and buttresses my 
96 It seems to me that if one allows for the legitimacy of intuition if it is scientific, then this is not a “bullet” 
at all. However, if one does not, then the other possible route of interpretation, as I understand it, is tough to 
swallow. This other route would require that the original definitions rely on “ratio.” It is hard to see how 
Spinoza’s early writings could pave the way to this sort of definition; they do not yield much evidence for it. 
It is harder yet to see how definitions so understood could produce the long series of propositions of the 
Ethics. If Spinoza is right, then a good definition, which allows for the logical derivation of its other properties 
therefrom, must articulate the inmost essence of the thing. “Ratio” explicitly fails to do this. The hardest task, 
though, would be to prove how scientia intuitiva, the stated perceptual and epistemological goal of the Ethics, 
could evolve out of the application of another form of perception. I do not mean to foreclose on this 
possibility, but it does strike me as a tall order. 
97 That said, the ratio of the Ethics is capable of adequate knowledge in a way that the “ratio” of the TIE is 
not. 
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claims on the sense in which the opening definitions of the Ethics should be understood, 
we need to look beyond the TIE to Spinoza’s explicit discussions of definition elsewhere. 
Then we can compare and analyze any changes or advancements. 
We will do so shortly, but first, in order to complete the discussion of the second 
part of the method in the TIE, we should note that Spinoza does articulate a few necessary 
aspects of the definition of both created and uncreated things. Spinoza has focused on the 
ontological distinction between these two sort of things from the beginning, and in this 
treatise it is clear that this ontological difference, at the heart of Spinozism, is reflected in 
the epistemological inquiry, going so far as to set two different standards for the nature of 
definition. This, to my mind, poses a central problem for Spinoza in the TIE. Although the 
methodical movement of the TIE is presented as the path to an understanding of the human 
place in nature for the seeker of practical wisdom (recall the Prooemium), it seems that 
Spinoza already presumes this singular ontological distinction between the uncreated and 
created being, what will come to be known respectively as substance and as mode in the 
language of the Ethics. The presumption of metaphysical/ontological knowledge is 
precisely what Spinoza must avoid if his epistemological/methodological project is to have 
any legitimacy whatsoever and not simply beg the most fundamental of questions. 
Regarding the issue of reflexive ideas in the TIE, Matheron has made a similar and useful 
point. Spinoza’s ontology ought not be available “to the intended readers of TIE,” he 
writes. “On the contrary, [the TIE] aims to pick its readers up where it finds them and lead 
them gradually to the discovery of the premises of the Spinozist ontology, which therefore 
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cannot be relied upon at the outset.”98 Indeed, if Spinoza has presumed a fundamental 
distinction between substances and modes from the outset of the TIE, then the subsequent 
distinctions between definitions of uncreated and created things is suspect. In apology for 
Spinoza, I suggest that he has not actually made this grievous error, or that he can at least 
be generously read to not have made it.99 For the Spinoza of the TIE, the most perfect Being 
is such simply in virtue of its being the ground of all other possible ideas and objects. Its 
perfection is its uncreatedness, i.e., its foundationality, its role as legitimizer of all other 
ideas. The uncreated, or most perfect Being, is not yet known in its essence as substance. 
If it were, then Spinoza would succumb to the issue Matheron mentions. In the TIE we are 
looking at the generation of Spinoza’s ontology. In order to generate, there must be some 
actor causing the generation. How perfectly this methodological generation must parallel 
ontological generation. Spinoza requires some foundational, self-grounding elementary 
knowledge for the security of all other knowledge just as all beings require the substrate of 
substance within which they receive their essence and existence.100 The method generates 
the need for a concept which, once obtained, functions as the generation of the entire 
ontological system. Spinoza will not only provide a sort of ontological entanglement of 
key epistemological and ethical concerns, but the very emergence of that ontology. 
The specific definitional requirements of created and uncreated things now become 
our concern. There are only two such requirements of the created thing. First, it must 
98 Alexandre Matheron, “Ideas of Ideas and Certainty in the Tractatus de Intellectus Emendatione and in the 
Ethics,” in Spinoza by 2000: The Jerusalem Conferences, Volume II: Spinoza on Knowledge and the Human 
Mind, ed. by Yirmiyahu Yovel (Leiden, The Netherlands: E.J. Brill, 1994), 83. 
99 I do not mean to be overly charitable, only to provide the most productive reading available in order to 
best understand the generation of a profound system of philosophy. 
100 This knowledge, as I cannot reiterate frequently enough, must be of the most perfect Being and the highest 
form of knowledge, or, in other words, intuitive knowledge of the essence of God. 
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include the immediate, or proximate, cause of the thing defined. A perfect (or real) 
definition is genetic, never nominal. Secondly, the definition/concept of the thing must be 
such that all the properties that emanate from it can be deduced from this concept. Spinoza 
reiterates his definition of a circle to make his case. From this definition other circular 
properties, like the fact that any line from the center of the circle to the circumference is 
equal to any other. 
These two definitional requirements are also required of the uncreated thing.101 In 
addition, the uncreated being must necessarily exist. So, its definition should make this 
apparent. If one is able to doubt the existence of this being, then the definition has failed. 
Finally, and perhaps most enigmatically, Spinoza writes that this definition “should have 
no substantives that could be changed into adjectives, i.e., that it should not be explained 
through any abstractions.”102 Joachim glosses this, writing “i.e., no abstract nouns like, 
e.g., ‘perfection,” “infinity,” “immutability.”103 Presumably while these descriptors are all
accurate properties of the uncreated Being they are not of the essential affirmative core of 
this Being. The taboo on abstract nouns in such a definition is most likely meant to 
reinforce Spinoza’s emphasis that the definition be of a real, concrete being. He goes on to 
write in §98 “that the best conclusion will have to be drawn from a particular affirmative 
essence. For the more particular an idea is, the more distinct, and therefore the clearer it is. 
101 Technically, Spinoza asserts that the definition of the uncreated thing should admit no cause to its 
definition, but, in light of his eventual emphasis on the self-causing nature of the most perfect Being, this 
should be interpreted to mean that the definition should not admit something external to the concept as its 
cause. Spinoza has, as far as I can tell, simply slipped up. Perhaps this is due to an underdeveloped notion of 
the uncreated being at this point. I am inclined to believe that it might be a touch of sloppiness resulting from 
the TIE’s unfinished, draft-like nature. In any case, the point is simply that there is no proximate, external 
cause of the uncreated thing. 
102 G II.35/C I.40 
103 Harold H. Joachim, Spinoza’s Tractatus de Intellectus Emendatione (London, Great Britain: Oxford 
University Press, 1940) 203. 
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So we ought to seek knowledge of particulars as much as possible.”104 Since the definition 
of the uncreated being will serve as the definitive knowledge upon which all further 
knowledge is secured, it ought to be the clearest and most distinctive knowledge 
achievable. Therefore, it should be made as particular as possible, totally exempted from 
all abstraction. One might think that to strip a definition of all adjectival content is to 
provide only the most minimal sketch of what that thing is, but in the case of the uncreated 
being meant to serve as the groundwork for the entirety of an ontology, to determine its 
essence via abstraction is only to mistake a property for an essence, which, in other words, 
is to totally miss the mark. Interestingly, Spinoza’s definitions of in Ethics yield mixed 
results if we apply this test to them. The definition of substance passes while the definition 
of God fails.105 Substance is simply “what is in itself and conceived through itself” (1d3). 
3.5 DEFINITION BEYOND THE TIE 
Spinoza’s engagement with the nature of definition extends beyond the confines of 
the TIE, though he never again approaches the subject from as systematic a position as he 
does therein. Perhaps this is because, in the order of understanding, which the method is 
meant to chronologize, the TIE is the proper place in the larger philosophical 
project/system for the inclusion of the nature of definition. Whatever the case may be, I 
think the scant resources Spinoza offers on definition in other sources are also of some 
104 G II.36/C I.40-41 
105 The relationship between the concept of substance and the concept of God is beyond the scope of this 
project but is a crucial issue in Book I of the Ethics whose most important moment is 1p11: “God, or a 
substance consisting of infinite attributes, each of which expresses eternal and infinite essence, necessarily 
exists.” 
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value, and function as evidence, however inconclusive, regarding the status of the 
definitions of the Ethics. These includes Ep. 9, Ep. 10, and Ep. 34, as well as 1p8s2 of the 
Ethics. Letters 9 and 10, written to Simon de Vries, are from March 1663, and therefore 
show Spinoza in a period between the abandoned TIE and a fully formed Ethics. 
In Ep. 8, de Vries, a close friend of Spinoza’s, as well as a member of the 
Amsterdam Spinoza circle, a group of curious radical thinkers dedicated to parsing through 
early drafts of the Ethics, writes to Spinoza about some issues the circle was pondering. 
The central issue concerns the nature of definition. After citing the views of Borelli and 
Calvius, de Vries asks Spinoza for his own view, as well as his take on the difference 
between a definition and an axiom. De Vries, coincidentally, articulates the most 
practically important reason these questions are so relevant: “Since there are such various 
disputes about the nature of definition, which is numbered among the principles of 
demonstration, if the mind is not freed of difficulties regarding this, then it will also be in 
difficulty regarding those things deduced from it.”106 If we do not understand the nature of 
definitions, then we cannot know whether or not to accept the propositions established on 
their basis. The question is more fundamental than whether particular demonstrations are 
valid. It is, essentially, a question into the nature of the most relevant premises of the 
argumentative chain. But this is not all. We should also ask how the definitions are to be 
understood. In other words, what is their epistemic status? In what way are the definitions 
known by the presenter of the definitions? In what way are they to be taken by the reader? 
What kind of knowledge (mode of perception) corresponds to their nature, especially as 
we see them in the Ethics? 
106 G IV.40.16-20/C I.192 
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Perhaps due to personal affection, Spinoza is surprisingly generous in his response 
to de Vries. He begins by articulating a distinction that will be essential for our discussion 
going forward. According to Spinoza, there are two kinds of legitimate definition: one 
which serves to explain a thing whose essence is sought and one which is proposed only to 
be examined.”107 Note that these are different kinds of definitions, not definitions of 
different kinds of things, as was the aforementioned discussion in the TIE. He goes on to 
claim that the former kind of definition should be true since it is the definition of a 
“determinate object” but that the later kind does not have this requirement, that is, must not 
necessarily be true. So legitimate definitions can be true – in fact, some of them must be – 
but other definitions are, by definition, neither true nor false. 
Take the definition of the determinate object. This kind, to be a good definition, 
should be true. This is in virtue of its object. By this, I take Spinoza to mean that the 
definition refers to some being that precedes the definition of that being, or that exists 
independently of the finite intellect conceiving it. Due to this reference, it must adequately 
capture the nature of the thing. Otherwise, it fails to be what it claims to be, is false, and 
therefore is a useless, illegitimate definition. The second kind of definition “explains a 
thing as we conceive it or can conceive it”108 but does not refer to anything outside of the 
intellect conceiving it. That is, it is not a definition of something real but of something 
solely as it has been conceived without concern for whether or not it is true. Again, take 
the definition of substance from the Ethics. This definition is special insofar as it is 
simultaneously both kinds of definition as outlined in this letter to de Vries. Spinoza writes 
at 1d3 “By substance I understand what is in itself and conceived through itself.” It is meant 
107 G IV. 42.29-33/C I.194 
108 G IV.44/C I.194 
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both as a true description of the affirmative essence of substance and as something 
conceived for further examination. The fact that this definition, and potentially others in 
the Ethics, has this duality within it may be cause for dispute amongst commentators 
regarding their status. The fact that the definitions are posited within the geometrical 
method for the sake of examining the propositions that unfold throughout the Ethics – many 
of which have far greater practical significance than the definition of an attribute, for 
instance – does not negate the truth of those definitions or explain them away. Even as 
these definitions are posited for the purpose of a practical inquiry they are based in reality, 
i.e., they should be true.109 In other words, they are not just hypotheticals whose veracity
is proven by the ease with which other propositions follow from them. Though this might 
reinforce their legitimacy and help the reader to understand their import and significance, 
they stand in independence. To suggest otherwise is to undermine the foundation upon 
which the Ethics is built. Of course, that is not an illegitimate undertaking in itself, but it 
does zap the Ethics of much of its power. A thorough philosophical inquiry built on a 
deductive, synthetic method cannot but lose its force when its foundation crumbles. 
The context and content of Spinoza’s other written accounts of definition as they 
occur in Ep. 34 and 1p8s2 are very similar. Letter 34 to Hudde is concerned predominantly 
with an account of the necessary existence of God, as well as the proof that there exists but 
one God. Points developed on the nature of definition are done so in service to this 
argument. Similarly, in 1p8s2, roughly the same points are developed in service to an 
argument on the necessary existence of substance and that there is but one substance. In 
109 Spinoza’s ethics, as I see it, is an intellectualist ethics not only in its content but also in virtue of being 
nested within a naturalistic account of reality that takes intellectual honesty and argumentative rigor as an 
unflappable standard. 
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both contexts Spinoza presents the same four points in differing language. I gloss them as 
follows: 
1.) True definitions are only of the nature of the thing in question.110 
2.) The definition does not include any numerical quantities of the thing.111 
3.) That there must be a cause for the existence of the thing. 
4.) The aforementioned cause must either be contained within the nature of 
the thing defined or originate from elsewhere. 
The four points are remarkably consistent between Ep. 34 and the Ethics, but very 
dissimilar from those presented in the TIE. This could be because of the divergence in 
purposes. In the former cases the points are invoked for a specific argumentative purpose. 
In the latter case, the TIE, the aspects of a definition are provided for the elucidation of the 
requirements of a perfect definition for the advancement of method. However, these 
changes could also be the result of a maturation of view regarding the nature of definition. 
In other ways, they may have more in common than originally appears to be the case. For 
instance, the idea expressed in the TIE, that the definition ought not contain abstract nouns 
(substantives convertible to adjectives) is inferable from that expressed in the Ethics and 
Ep. 34 that the definition only be of the simple nature of the thing, i.e., its affirmative 
essence. This latter formulation (that of the Ethics) represents an advancement of the view 
110 To clarify, in his letter to Hudde, Spinoza writes that this is the “simple” nature of the thing. I take this to 
mean that the definition is expunged of all properties of the thing that are not of its affirmative essence. This 
is similar to Spinoza’s call in the TIE that the definition of the uncreated thing contains no abstract nouns. 
111 Note, for instance, 2a1: “The essence of man does not involve necessary existence, i.e., from the order of 
nature it can happen equally that this or that man does exist, or that he does not exist.” Therefore, the 
definition of man cannot include information regarding any specific men or any claims regarding definite 
quantities of men. 
231 
of the TIE. If the definition contains only the essence of the thing itself,112 then no 
abstractions are admitted anyway. These abstractions may also be properties deducible 
from the nature of the thing, which is why Spinoza also does not mention the fact that all 
properties should be deducible here, like he does in the TIE.113 It also shows that the 
deducibility of properties is not one of the essential components of definition itself. In other 
words, the essence of definition, or the definition of definition, does not require the 
properties that follow from the definition of definition, one of which is that properties are 
said to follow from the definition of the thing.114 
What importance does this change have? I think it shows that Spinoza’s view of a 
definition in the TIE, like his view of the uncreated, most perfect Being, and (as we will 
see) his view of the Intellect, is a preliminary view of the thing as observed from someone 
who has not yet grasped the essence. Remember that the Spinoza of the TIE does not have 
any metaphysical/ontological premises on which to base his views. He must, then, seek 
from the outside into the nature of his objects of inquiry. God, definition, and the Intellect 
are all observed from the standpoint of a practical methodologist who knows his objects 
from a finite perspective. Again, one cannot have the essence in hand if one is seeking that 
very essence. Otherwise, the philosopher is merely begging the question, relying on a 
vicious, unproductive circle. At this stage, before any ontology is available, Spinoza is like 
an attentive scientist who holds his objects under a microscope. The goal, once the essence 
is known, is to view it from the inside, as if one inhabited the cell under the microscope 
112 This is especially true of the uncreated thing. 
113 For more on this see Ep. 82-83, which is Spinoza’s correspondence with Tschirnhaus on definition and 
the question concerning the deducibility of properties therefrom. 
114 This is very convoluted. In short, it is a property of definitions, not an aspect of the essence of definition, 
that properties follow from definitions. Similarly, it is a property of the necessary being that it is immutable, 
but its essence does not consist in this. 
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and knew it intimately. This is essentially the difference between “ratio” and scientia 
intuitiva. What this shows, then, is that, at some point, the philosopher/investigator can 
advance from “ratio” to scientia intuitiva, but also that in these investigations it is (at least) 
unfeasible that one could start from a position of intuitive knowing. It is, rather, something 
to be achieved through persistent, refined investigation. The maturation of Spinoza’s view 
of definition is exemplary of this, as is his more widely known view of God. 
Though it is inessential that we thoroughly reconstruct these arguments, it is not 
insignificant that God and substance are the concepts through which Spinoza elucidates the 
nature of definition. Shortly after 1p8s2 at 1p11 Spinoza demonstrates that God is the one 
existing substance. If we follow Spinoza back to the TIE, in which he seeks out the most 
perfect Being as the foundation of his system, we note that he there considers that to be 
God. Given the development of the early propositions in Book I of the Ethics, this seems 
to be an assessment that does not change. Since, according to Spinoza’s metaphysics, 
substance necessarily exists, there is but one substance, that substance is the sole 
ontological ground for all reality, and God is that substance, then there is no question that 
God is correctly taken as the most perfect Being sought after in the TIE. What is curious is 
that, though there are definitions of God and substance (amongst others) at the outset of 
the Ethics, the proof of the necessary existence of God does not occur until 1p11. I infer 
from this that just as the opening definitions and axioms of the Ethics signify a decisive 
methodological departure from that of the TIE, the Ethics post-1p11 is a decisively 
different work than that before the discovery of the necessary existence of God. 1p11, I 
maintain, is the culmination of the aim that most occupies Spinoza in the TIE and the most 
important single step in the advancement of the great practical aim of the entire 
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philosophical project: “the knowledge of the union that the mind has with the whole of 
Nature.”115 
This has been an overview of the conditions that satisfy the nature of a “good” 
definition and Spinoza’s maturation in this regard. Once Spinoza (provisionally, as we have 
seen) understands these conditions, then the project of the TIE can advance to the second 
main point of the second part of the method: “the way of finding good definitions.” This 
inquiry, as we will see, is where Spinoza breaks off the TIE, leading one to speculate why. 
What leaps must have occurred between the TIE and the austere formulas opening his 
masterpiece, the Ethics? 
3.6 THE SECOND PART OF THE METHOD, PART II: THE INTELLECT §§99-110116 
At §99 Spinoza most lucidly explains the need to establish the nature of the most 
perfect Being: 
As for order, to unite and order all our perceptions, it is required, and reason 
demands, that we ask, as soon as possible, whether there is a certain being 
and at the same time, what sort of being it is, which is the cause of all things, 
115 G II.8/C I.11 
116 It should be noted that the divisions of the TIE outlined in §49 do not perfectly match the division as 
presented within the method proper of the TIE. The method, according to Spinoza, does not commence until 
the methodologist attempts to distinguish true ideas from the false, fictitious, and doubtful. Before this, 
though there are three main divisions in the text, everything is pre-method, proceedings that are useful for 
the eventuality of the presentation of the method. After the investigation of true ideas, the second part of the 
method commences. This second part of the method has two main components: the elucidation of the 
conditions of a good definition and the way of discovering a good definition. This section of the essay covers 
the second part of the second part of the method: the way of discovering good definitions. It is at this point 
that the TIE breaks off. In §49 Spinoza reveals two more planned parts of the method: the establishment of 
an order and the achievement of an idea of the most perfect Being. Unfortunately, Spinoza never completed 
the TIE and these sections were never written. However, it is my view that these two sections exist, in some 
capacity, in the geometrical method of presentation and the proofs of God in the Ethics. 
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so that its objective essence may also be the cause of all our ideas, and then 
our mind will (as we have said) reproduce Nature as much as possible. For 
it will have Nature’s essence, order, and unity objectively.117 
The purpose of the idea of the most perfect Being is that its essence will function as the 
cause of all other essences. Its objective essence, i.e., its real existence, is the cause of all 
ideas, i.e, all formal essences.118 As far as I can tell, there is no place in the TIE wherein 
Spinoza actually derives the necessary existence of such a being. In fact, he cannot do so 
until the Ethics. At this point, this being is only posited, again, as a safeguard of the veracity 
of all other beings. Spinoza is here claiming that reason demands that the philosopher 
investigate whether such a being exists. If it does not exist, then we end in skeptical limbo. 
This is unacceptable from the perspective of the practical demands of the seeker. 
Spinoza is still primarily concerned with discovering the way to a good definition 
of the uncreated being. Knowing what we are looking for in such a being, even as we fail 
to know what it is, is only the first step along this portion of the methodological journey. 
According to Spinoza,119 since the mind is set to “reproduce the order of Nature” in the 
realm of ideas, it is crucial that all our ideas be ideas of real beings, not ideas that exist 
solely in the intellect. Thus far, then, the move has been from the most perfect/real Being120 
117 G II.36/C I.41, 
118 This presumably causal move from a real being to a formal, ideal being is another indicator that Spinoza’s 
metaphysics is as yet undeveloped or at least inaccessible. Spinoza’s advanced metaphysics posits an 
unsurpassable bifurcation between things under the attribute of thought and things under the attribute of 
extension. Real, physical beings are under the attribute of extension. Mental beings, like ideas, are under the 
attribute of thought. The idea that a physical/real being could cause the existence of a mental being is 
anathema to the mature Spinozism of the Ethics. Here, though, it appears as if Spinoza assumes that the 
formal essence of a thing is caused by its objective essence. In the case of an idea and a body, this means that 
the former is caused by the latter. The being Spinoza is searching for here is, again, not known in its essence. 
So, with the greater knowledge that results from this inquiry, Spinoza should be open to revision of its 
concept. The concept of an attribute is also wholly missing from the TIE. 
119 It should be noted that most of these rules for the direction of the mind, to borrow a phrase from Descartes, 
are not actually justified, but are rather merely posited. 
120 Note 2d6: “By reality and perfection I understand the same thing.” 
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to the emphasis that all the ideas that follow therefrom are also real, not abstractions, 
universals, etc. 
To understand the definitions/essences of these real beings we must understand the 
way in which we are to consider these real beings flowing from the essence of the most 
real Being. Even as we consider them in their reality, we must recall Spinoza’s emphasis 
on two orders of reality. There is the world of contingent existent things in the temporal 
order of nature and the world of necessary essences in the eternal order of nature. Nothing 
can ever be perfectly intuited from the former: “For it would be impossible for human 
weakness to grasp the series of singular, changeable things, not only because there are 
innumerably many of them, but also because of the infinite circumstances in one and the 
same thing.”121 For instance, if I wanted to know the proximate cause (in the contingent 
order of nature) of my own birth, perhaps to relieve some existential anxiety about my own 
being-in-the-world, I would be stuck endlessly compiling an infinity of circumstantial 
happenings. The meeting of my parents, and their parents, etc., as well as the formation of 
homo sapiens out of a long evolutionary history, the creation of life, the explosion of the 
universe, and so on. These are all moments in the causal history of my contingent temporal 
existence. It is beyond my mind’s capacity to fully understand everything that realizes my 
birth, so I am left in dumb wonder. For Spinoza, it is a fool’s errand to even attempt to 
understand things through this order of nature, at least insofar as we are concerned 
philosophers attempting to intuit essences. 
This is not a problem for Spinoza, who operates on the assumption that the order 
of reality is most fundamentally of essences, and of which we seek essential knowledge. 
121 G II.36/C I.41 
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This is wholly other to this realm of contingent circumstance with which we are all too 
familiar. “That essence is to be sought,” writes Spinoza, “only from the fixed and eternal 
things, and at the same time from the laws inscribed in these things, as in their true codes 
according to which all singular things come to be, and are ordered.”122 The realm of 
contingent existence, of ideas and bodies that are born and die in the sea of time, is derived 
from an eternal formal realm of singular essences. Spinoza provides no explanation of this, 
no reason as to why there are these two separate orders of reality: the higher, formal order 
of essences, and the lower, contingent order of existence in duration. Nevertheless, at this 
stage it forms an important core of his metaphysical vision and a necessary distinction for 
the present epistemological project. Recall that this epistemological project finds its early 
basis in the phenomenological presentation of four types of perception. These perceptions, 
also, were not the result of argument. They are, presumably, immediately accessible to 
human minds and receive their justification from our easy ability to recall them to mind. 
We have all had experiences of ratio, experientia vaga, etc. The lower two forms of 
perception (ex auditu and experientia vaga) are not of the essences of things. The latter two 
(“ratio” and scientia intuitiva) are. From the outset, then, this distinction between an order 
of essences and an order of contingencies, has operated in the background as an assumption 
upon which the methodology is predicated.123 
122 G II.36-37/C I.41 
123 Spinoza does attenuate one common criticism of the intelligibility of his view of scientia intuitiva insofar 
as it is meant to provide knowledge of the essence of singular things. The “singularity” of a thing, according 
to Spinoza in §101 of the TIE, is that singularity of the things of the “fixed and eternal order,” not the 
singularity of the contingent, finite individuals of the realm of contingent duration. He writes, “So although 
these fixed and eternal things are singular, nevertheless, because of their presence everywhere, and most 
extensive power, they will be to us like universals, or genera of the definitions of singular, changeable things, 
and the proximate causes of all things” (G II.37/C I.41). So Spinoza does not mean that there is a totally 
unique essence for every finite contingent individual. If he did, his theory of essences would be suspect. 
Determining the essence of such things could only ever amount to determination via negation in which we 
know the thing in its uniqueness only by what separates it from all other contingent entities. To do so, though, 
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The goal as we can now envision it is to remake in the intellect the causal order of 
reality in the eternal realm of singular beings. Spinoza notes at §102 that new intellectual 
tools, beyond those currently developed in the TIE will be required in order to achieve this 
goal. The reproduction of this causal order in the intellect is different than its reality insofar 
as the reality of the situation posits everything all at once. In other words, everything in the 
essential realm of nature exists simultaneously, but its reproduction in our finite minds 
must occur sequentially. This reproduction, which must pass from one intuitive 
understanding of a singular essence to another in necessary order, requires an additional 
intellectual aid “beyond those we use to understand the eternal things and their laws.”124 
However, Spinoza writes that these intellectual aids are beyond the current project’s limit. 
At this point, we do not have “sufficient knowledge of the eternal things and their infallible 
laws,”125 or even, as Spinoza goes on to point out, adequate knowledge of the nature of the 
senses. It is only after such knowledge is in hand that the intellectual tools needed to 
comprehend the order of the causal network of singular essences will be useful.126 
would miss the more fundamental universals of which it participates. Scientia intuitiva, the knowledge upon 
which our blessedness rests, is safeguarded by the realm of essences as independent of the contingent realm 
of enduring beings. Recall that Spinoza’s theory of duration as presented in the Ethics makes clear that no 
determinate number of individuals can be part of a definition, e.g., the definition of a human being says 
nothing about the number of human beings that currently exist or could exist. The “universal,” i.e., the 
essence described in a definition, is not the sort of specious universal derived via abstraction from some 
number of particulars. It is demonstrated as a singular thing of a wholly other order of reality. Scientia 
intuitiva relates to the singularity of things in this order of reality. The human intellect cannot know the 
essence of the changeable things of the other order. 
124 G II.37/C.42 
125 G II.37.C.42 
126 On my reading, these intellectual aids are the rules of logic. In the Preface to Part V of the Ethics Spinoza 
mentions that logic is the science of the perfection of the intellect, something that he does not undertake in 
the Ethics. The TIE is a better resource for Spinoza’s philosophy of logic conceived as the perfection of the 
intellect, but given that it is 1.) unfinished and 2.) assumes that the intellectual aids needed for understanding 
the order of essential things are not available or necessary until after a great deal of intellectual labor (not 
completed until the Ethics), it is also not exactly a logic. Spinoza, it seems, never wrote this logic. 
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The point of this tangent, then, is to reveal that there are many important aspects of 
intellectual and philosophical advancement that are not the current concern of the TIE. 
They are as follows: 
1. Knowledge of the eternal things (singular essences)
2. Knowledge of the infallible laws governing these eternal things
(axioms)
3. Knowledge of the nature of the senses
4. Knowledge of the intellectual tools needed for understanding the
causal order of the eternal things
What then actually is the present engagement of the TIE? It is still the second part of the 
second part of the method, i.e., the work to find the conditions of a good definition. Without 
these more advanced intellectual tools (#’s 1-4) the TIE does not have much to move 
forward with except a guiding principle Spinoza mentions in passing during the discussion 
of the fictitious idea. He reiterates it here: “when the mind attends to a thought—to weigh 
it, and deduce from it, in good order, the things legitimately to be deduced from it—if it is 
false the mind will uncover the falsity; but if it is true, the mind will continue successfully, 
without any interruption, to deduce true things from it.”127 What follows therefrom is some 
of the densest writing in the TIE. This aforementioned guiding principle of the mind’s 
inferential power has to be applied to the search for the first being in the order of nature, 
the most perfect Being. 
There must be some kind of methodological foundation that, along with this guiding 
intellectual tool, that is, the inferential deductions of the mind to uncover truth or falsity in 
things, that leads the philosopher to the most perfect Being. “Because Method is reflexive 
127 G II.37-38/C I.42 
239 
knowledge itself, this foundation, which must direct our thoughts, can be nothing other 
than knowledge of what constitutes the form of truth, and knowledge of the intellect, and 
its properties and powers.”128 To reiterate: the knowledge that we ultimately seek to begin 
philosophy proper and attain blessedness is knowledge of the most perfect Being. In order 
to acquire this knowledge, there must be some other kind of foundational knowledge via 
which we access it. In other words, there is fundamental epistemological knowledge, 
fundamental metaphysical knowledge, and a guiding logical principle phenomenologically 
derived that links the former to the latter. We must unlock the fundamental epistemological 
knowledge and attempt to deduce/infer more legitimate truths from it to achieve the 
metaphysical knowledge of the essence of God. Spinoza tells us what this fundamental 
epistemological knowledge is in this passage: knowledge of the nature of truth, the nature 
of the intellect, as well as the properties that follow from the nature of the intellect. 
In this passage Spinoza writes as if these foundational truths must be discovered 
from the fact that the method is reflexive knowledge, though the reason for this is not 
immediately clear to me. Perhaps this is because the method is, as he puts in at §36, “the 
way that truth itself…should be sought in the proper order.”129 The method is knowledge 
reflecting on itself and unfolding out of itself in a careful, steady order toward the true 
emendation of the intellect and the elaboration of truth culminating in knowledge of God 
at which point it turns outward (away) from itself and toward its objects of inquiry. We 
have already acquired some knowledge of the nature of truth but not of the nature of the 
intellect and only in passing some of its properties. So far, the TIE has used the terms 
“intellect” and “imagination” to play a certain role in the development of reflexive 
128 G II.38/C I.42-43 
129 G II.15/C I.18 
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knowledge. The intellect seems to be that power of the mind that understands truth while 
the imagination merely signifies that aspect of the mind that is non-intellect. At the outset 
of §106 Spinoza notes that we have already discovered that it is of the nature of thought to 
form true ideas,130 and suggests that the intellect is that power of the mind that actively 
participates in the nature of thought. The reasonable inference is, then, that the intellect, 
which forms/understands131 the truth of ideas, is the power by which the method elaborates 
itself and philosophical knowledge expands. Hence the “emendation of the intellect,” i.e., 
the purification of the mind for the advancement of the philosophical goal. If we are to 
acquire an understanding of definition and the conditions for a good definition, we have to 
know the power of the mind that forms these definitions. So here in the second half of the 
second part of the method it becomes necessary to clarify the precise nature of the intellect 
because without doing so the method cannot advance in good faith. One cannot have 
certain/true knowledge of any definition (or how to form definitions) if one does not 
understand the power by which these definitions are formed. A pure, perfectly emended 
intellect is the key to guaranteeing the legitimacy and essential character of any definition. 
Spinoza qua reflexive methodologist finds himself in another tough position, 
though. In order to guarantee the legitimacy of our definitions we must understand the 
nature/essence of the intellect (as well as thought since the intellect is an ideal power). The 
problem is one of circularity. How can we uncover the true definitions of intellect and 
thought if those very definitions are necessary for understanding the nature of definition? 
130 This was discovered over the course of the first part of the method in the discussions on falsity, fiction, 
and doubt. 
131 There is some debate as to whether or not the intellect is a merely passive receiver at this stage or an 
active participant in the freedom of God. For more on this see the Renz article cited in the previous chapter. 
As I understand it, the conception of the intellect does advance so that there is a meaningful sense in which 
it is active. Despite this, though, it is metaphysically passive, as we will discuss in Chapter 4. 
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The immediate need of the TIE is to understand the intellect to understand the nature of 
definition to form a true definition of God. As is consistently the case for the methodologist, 
who has no access to metaphysical knowledge, the answer will have to be discovered with 
primitive, limited intellectual tools: 
But so far we have had no rules for discovering definitions. And because 
we cannot give them unless the nature, or definition, of the intellect, and its 
powers are known, it follows that either the definition of the intellect must 
be clear through itself, or else we can understand nothing. It is not, however, 
absolutely clear through itself; but because its properties (like all the things 
we have from intellect) cannot be perceived clearly and distinctly unless 
their nature is known, if we attend to the properties of the intellect that we 
understand clearly and distinctly, its definition will become known through 
itself.132 
For a moment it appears as though Spinoza stumbles on an impossible impasse. The 
guiding principle mentioned above and the knowledge of the form of truth will have to be 
enough for the formation of a preliminary understanding of the nature of intellect on the 
basis of an understanding of its properties. Even though we do not know the nature of the 
intellect nor the rules for proper definitions, we do know—clearly and distinctly—some of 
the properties of the intellect. Because we have access to clear and distinct knowledge of 
the properties of the intellect, we can access the definition of the intellect when we attend 
to this knowledge. The next move will be to the enumeration of, and reflection on, the 
known properties of the intellect. 
132 G II.38/C I.43 
242 
We are fast approaching the point at which the TIE cuts off unfinished. It ends 
without a definition of intellect, further rules for the discovery of definitions, or a definition 
of the most perfect Being. Does this mean that the project fails, that Spinoza really did 
reach an impasse across which this conception of method could not pass? I think that in a 
limited sense the answer is yes, but that in a larger sense Spinoza could have saved the 
project, albeit with ramifications that may have radically transformed the bent of his 
philosophy. 
In the limited sense I do not think there is any way for Spinoza to advance from this 
point onward without something of a retreat and restart. If we do not have rules for 
discovering a definition and we need a specific definition (that of intellect) in order to find 
these rules, then either this is a dead end for the methodologist or there must be some other 
way of acquiring a definition without the guiding rules. The latter seems to be the route 
Spinoza chooses, though the failure to complete the TIE shows that he may have instead 
given up on the project. Spinoza chooses to seek the definition of something from the 
enumeration of the properties of that thing. In other words, he wants to proceed from clear 
and distinct knowledge of the properties to clear and distinct knowledge of the essence of 
the thing itself. Prima facie this seems like a mistaken philosophical move. The properties 
of a thing cannot be clearly and distinctly known as properties if the thing of which they 
are properties is essentially unknown. I think that Spinoza must be relying on “ratio” as 
conceived in §19: “…the Perception that we have when the essence of a thing is inferred 
from another thing, but not adequately. This happens either when we infer the cause from 
some effect, or when something is inferred from some universal, which some property 
always accompanies.” It could be that what Spinoza means to do at the end of the TIE is 
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infer the essence of the intellect via its properties, i.e., from the effect (the properties) to 
the cause (the essence). If Spinoza does seek knowledge of the essence of the intellect in 
this manner, and I think it is quite likely that this is his goal, then he must know that the 
knowledge he will have of the intellect will not be adequate and will therefore be an 
insufficient basis for positing the rules for finding definitions and uncovering the true 
definition of God. This is not necessarily cause for despair. Recall the intellectual tool 
Spinoza reiterates, i.e., that the mind deduces further truths without hiccup from the basis 
of a known truth but will falter when inferring from a falsity thus revealing its falsity. In 
application, it could be that the inadequate definition of the intellect resulting from 
effect/properties to cause/essence is testable via this principle. If the inferred definition of 
intellect is able to yield the rules for discovering good definitions, then it is itself a good 
definition and suffices for the advancement of the method to the true philosophy. If it does 
not, then it is back to the drawing board to infer a different essence and try again. In short, 
the first definition in the series, the definition of the Intellect, would only be achievable 
through intellectual experiment. While this seems possible, given that Spinoza never 
provides any definition of the intellect in the TIE, there is no example of such a test. In 
fact, the TIE ends as follows: “[The intellect] is rather to be sought from the positive 
properties just surveyed, i.e., we must now establish something common from which these 
properties necessarily follow, or such that when it is given, they are necessarily given, and 
when it is taken away, they are taken away.”133 The goal is to posit an adequate definition 
from the 8 properties of the intellect Spinoza enumerates in §108. None is forthcoming, 
133 G II.40/C I.45 
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and, dishearteningly, the Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect comes to an 
anticlimactic conclusion.134 
This does not mean that Spinoza completely ignores the question of the intellect. 
1p31dem of the Ethics and its adjoining scholia provide some early insight into Spinoza’s 
more mature understanding of the intellect. In 1p31, the intellect is understood within 
Natura naturata, not Natura Naturans. That is, the intellect should be understood as a mode 
within God, not as something that follows with eternal necessity for the nature of God. “By 
intellect,” Spinoza writes, “we understand not absolute thought, but only a certain mode of 
thinking.”135 In other words, the intellect is a way of being, an affection, of God as 
conceived under the attribute of thought. The intellect cannot be God’s intellect—whatever 
that might mean—but the intellect of a finite mind. Recall that all modes of the attribute of 
thought are ideas, and that the mind is the idea of a body. If the finite human mind has the 
idea of the intellect, for instance, then it is reasonable to infer that the intellect is 
experienced by the more encompassing idea of the human mind. On this view, the intellect 
is merely an idea housed in, or consumed by, another idea: the finite mind.136 This specific 
134 In a future essay I attempt will attempt to create such a definition on the basis of these enumerated 
properties. This essay will seek an answer to the question of the intellect making use of Spinoza’s 
metaphysics of thought focusing in part on the Short Treatise. 
135 G II.72.1-2/C I.434 
136 At 1p17s Spinoza argues against the existence of God’s intellect, claiming that if there is such a thing, it 
could not share anything in common with a human intellect, and therefore it only has “intellect” in name. A 
passing remark within this section provides, to my mind, an insight into how Spinoza may be grappling with 
the problem of the intellect. Spinoza writes: “If intellect pertains to the divine nature, it will not be able to be 
(like our intellect) by nature either posterior to (as most would have it), or simultaneous with, the thing 
understood.” G II.63.4-6/C I.427 The important point (for us) is that the human intellect is presented as either 
posterior to or simultaneous with the object of intellectual perception. The options are either that 1.) 
something is perceived and then the intellect, presumably as a faculty of the human mind, 
clarifies/understands it, or 2.) the nature of the perception itself gives rise to immediate/simultaneous 
intellectual understanding. On the latter view, intellectual clarification is not something added to an unclear 
perception: it is part and parcel of, or at least concurrent with, that perception itself. I think there is good 
reason to hypothesize that Spinoza takes the latter view. For starters, there is Spinoza’s offhand remark that 
“most would have it” that the intellect is posterior to the thing understood. If this was his own way of 
understanding this phenomenon, presumably he would not hide behind how “most would have it.” Spinoza, 
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idea, the intellect, is aroused, or empowered, when the human mind perceives something 
clearly. In fact, Spinoza says, there is nothing perceived more clearly than “intellection 
itself”137 and further that “we can understand nothing that does not lead to more perfect 
knowledge of the intellection.”138 
1p31dem goes on to explain that the intellect “must be so conceived through an 
attribute of God, which expresses the eternal and infinite essence of thought, that can 
neither be nor be conceived without that attribute.” As a mode of thought the intellect can 
only be understood through thought, an attribute of the most perfect Being as conceived in 
the Ethics, God. If it is the case that Spinoza came to see the essence of the intellect as 
inherently dependent on the essence of thought, then the attempt to define the essence of 
the intellect without any previous definition of, or investigation into, the essence of 
thought, seems foolhardy. In the TIE Spinoza does attempt to provide some (preliminary, 
maybe) definition of the intellect through clear and distinct knowledge of its properties, 
but this is not the satisfactory knowledge of knowing the thing through its fundamental 
genetic cause. To know things this way would be to know via scientia intuitiva, not “ratio.” 
As described in the language of the Ethics, scientia intuitiva is knowledge 
proceeding “from an adequate idea of the formal essence of certain attributes of God to the 
quite proudly, shows little concern for what most think. Better evidence, though, is suggested by the very 
nature of his epistemology. As we saw in the early stages of the TIE, and will see again in Book II of the 
Ethics, Spinoza identifies a few ways of perceiving. These ways of perceiving, e.g., ratio, experiential vaga, 
etc., are also, simultaneously, ways of knowing. There does not seem to be any separation between an act of 
perception and an act of knowledge. Perhaps, then, ways of perceiving simply correspond to, or are 
simultaneous with, types of knowledge. If this is the case, as seems fair to me, perception via scientia intuitiva 
is an obvious candidate for at least one (and certainly the highest) form of intellectual understanding. Intuitive 
knowing is a kind of perceiving. It is also the clearest intellectual grasp of something possible. This also, I 
think, functions as important evidence supporting my thesis on the nature of scientia intuitiva in the Ethics 
as will be developed in the next chapter. To experience something intuitively, one must live it, feel it, embody 
it. 
137 G II.72.14/C I.435 
138 G II.72.16-17/C I.435 
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adequate knowledge of the formal essence of things” (2p40s2). The nature of this highest 
form of knowledge will be a major part of the next chapter. At this point, we should only 
note the following on the basis of this description and what we have thus far learnt in the 
TIE: 
1. Knowledge via scientia intuitiva is the only adequate knowledge of
the essence of a thing.
2. A definition explains the essence of the thing.
3. Scientia intuitiva is the required mode of perception for the
establishment of a good definition.
4. Scientia intuitiva will require an adequate idea of the formal
essence of an attribute of God to obtain adequate knowledge of the
essence of the Intellect.
5. The intellect is a mode of thought. Thought is the attribute of God
that must be understood to produce a good definition of the
intellect.
All five of these points are easily derived from the information Spinoza provides in the TIE 
and 1p31 and 2p40s2 of the Ethics. This creates a serious problem for Spinoza’s project at 
the end of the completed portion of the TIE. To derive good definitions there must be a 
definition of the intellect which already requires an understanding of the essence of 
thought. So, then, there must be a definition of thought, but no such definition is even 
conceivable from the standpoint of the TIE. Again, the only way out of this quandary seems 
to be an acknowledgement of the fact that in the TIE Spinoza must utilize an epistemology 
without any metaphysical support. He must operate on the basis of common sense or 
practical methodological presuppositions that act as guiding principles and 
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phenomenological support. If there is no understanding of any metaphysical structure 
grounding the reflexive momentum of the method, the methodologist (Spinoza) has 
nothing to go on other than practical, inherently revisable rules of reason as well as 
anything discovered along the journey of the method. Metaphysical truth ought to be the 
result of the project of the method, not the premise. Therefore, if Spinoza did already have 
access to a metaphysics of thought, it would undermine the legitimacy of the “discoveries” 
of the method.139 There can be no definition of thought here nor even a precise definition 
of the intellect. 
There are more resources in the Ethics that will aid us in Spinoza’s methodological 
elaborations. I will expand on this extensively in the next chapter but first a quick word. I 
think we could legitimately infer from the intellect as an idea of the human mind, and the 
human mind as the idea of the human body, that the intellect is empowered, i.e., perceives 
clearly, when the human body experiences an increase in its power of acting. It is not a far 
cry from this view to the major thesis of the following chapter, namely that scientists 
intuitiva is a deeply embodied way of knowing. This embodied knowledge provides 
immediate intuition of a mode of extension and its mind, the idea of that mode. The 
attributes of extension and thought are therefore immediately intuited essences the human 
being has of the nature of God. It is on the basis of this immediate intuition that the 
possibility of all intuitive knowledge rests and returns. 
139 As I see it, Spinoza does incur this problem by the reliance on a fundamental distinction between an order 
of essences and an order of contingent beings. 
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3.7 EXCURSUS: A CRITIQUE OF BENNETT’S “HYPOTHETICO-DEDUCTIVE” 
INTERPRETATION OF SPINOZA’S METHOD IN THE ETHICS 
Jonathan Bennett’s influential monograph, A Study of Spinoza’s Ethics, puts forth 
a view of Spinoza’s definitions and axioms that has shaped the question of their status in 
modern Spinoza scholarship. According to Bennett, the definitions and axioms of the 
Ethics form the hypotheses of the work, which are confirmed by the truth of the 
propositions that follow therefrom. Bennett calls this the “hypothetico-deductive method.” 
He writes, “It is best to view the Ethics as a hypothetico-deductive system—something that 
starts with general hypotheses, deduces consequences from them, and checks those against 
the data. If they conflict with the data, something in the system is wrong; if they square 
with the data, the system is not proved right but it is to some extent confirmed.”140 For 
Bennett, this is much like the procedure of a natural scientist: Spinoza sets up an experiment 
with a given hypothetical framework and the truth of this hypothesis is (hopefully) 
confirmed by the results, i.e., the propositions that yield when the deductive machinery is 
set into motion. “In this scheme of things,” he writes, “the ground floor is occupied by 
particular events in laboratories: that is the touchstone of the truth of the ‘propositions’ and 
thus of the degree of confirmation for the ‘axioms’ and ‘definitions’, i.e., the theories at 
the top level of the system.”141 For Bennett, it would seem, phenomenological data is the 
absolute standard of the truth of an idea or proposition in Spinoza’s philosophy. 
140 Jonathan Bennett, A Study of Spinoza’s Ethics (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing Company, 1984), 
20. 
141 Bennett, A Study of Spinoza’s Ethics, 23. 
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There do seem to be good grounds for supporting such a view. Firstly, as Bennett 
rightly points out, it would be unreasonable of Spinoza to assume that all of his readers 
would (or should) take his definitions and axioms at face value. Secondly, the boldness of 
such a project, that makes no argument on behalf of its fundamental metaphysical 
definitions is highly uncommon and makes the status of those claims dubious. This 
suggests they are not meant as truths but hypotheses. Thirdly, there may be a place for 
experience, or experimental confirmation, in Spinoza’s philosophy, especially in the 
scholium. Additionally, the fact that the reader will likely feel more compelled to accept 
the definitions as true rather than merely as hypotheses only after a thorough study of the 
entire Ethics reinforce the sense of the original hypothetical status of these definitions. 
Bennett’s argument, though intriguing and useful, is wrong. Firstly, the 
interpretation of the fundamental definitions and axioms of the Ethics as hypotheses 
contradicts my interpretation above that the idea of God is posited as both a moral and 
logical entry point into philosophical discourse. Though this is a tenet of the TIE, and there 
is both a philosophical and temporal gap between the TIE and the Ethics, there is nothing 
to challenge the importance and centrality of the most perfect Being as the necessary point 
of infallible deductive entry into the system of philosophy. The idea of God is not used at 
the outset of the method as a hypothesis in need of confirmation. It is, rather, the essential 
variable in a good philosophical system in need of discovery. As Deleuze writes in 
Expressionism in Philosophy: Spinoza, “Spinoza thinks that the definition of God as he 
gives it is a real definition. By a proof of the reality of the definition must be understood a 
veritable generation of the object defined. This is the sense of the first propositions of the 
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Ethics: they are not hypothetical, but genetic.”142 Rather than functioning as the truth- 
content the philosopher is hopes to confirm in his philosophical laboratory, it is the item of 
knowledge that the experimenter sets out to discover. In other words, Spinoza is not making 
any claims (at this point) as to the content (formal essence) of the nature of God. Nor is he 
hoping to confirm those claims in a deductive experiment. He is doing the more 
intellectually courageous task of seeking out the true idea of God, not attempting to confirm 
an idea of God he already holds. This is, I claim, at least the case in his moral and logical 
adoption of the idea of God as a starting point in inquiry. 
Secondly, if the project of the TIE is taken seriously, even if it is incomplete, then 
the attempt to treat the definitions and the axioms of the Ethics as experimental 
hypotheticals must also be wrong. They must be fundamental truths discoverable as such 
before their application in the Ethics. The axioms are common notions, ideas known to all, 
and should be taken as incontrovertibly true. The definitions, the theory of which we have 
investigated, should already refer to the essence of the thing. Their employment in the 
Ethics is not as hypotheticals that are somehow confirmed by the propositions that follow 
from them. They are the terms required for the truth of the propositions built on their basis. 
In other words, they are not asserted as possible causes but as necessary causes. The moral 
and logical adoption of God, for instance, is morally and logically necessary. If they are 
meant to guarantee the truth of the propositions that obtain on their basis, which they surely 
are, then the definitions cannot be hypothetical. Absurdities arise otherwise. If a 
proposition is true because it follows from a deductive chain whose origin point is a set of 
definitions or axioms, then those definitions and axioms must already be assumed to be 
142 Deleuze, Expressionism in Philosophy, 79. 
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true. Otherwise, the propositions would also be merely hypothetically true. If the deduction 
is valid, then Spinoza has built a consistent system of definitions, axioms, propositions, 
and corollaries, but this by no means entails that the system is sound. Soundness, requiring 
validity and all true premises, must be Spinoza’s goal, however optimistic or radical this 
may seem for his metaphysical scheme. Spinoza is not playing a logical puzzle and merely 
attempting to get all the moves right. He is building a philosophical system for the sake of 
uncovering the nature of the good life, a fact of which Bennett is deeply and thankfully 
aware. Spinoza needs his system to be more than consistent. He needs it to be true. 
According to Bennett, “In a hypothetico-deductive procedure, there are entailments 
running downward, so to speak, and weaker confirmation relations running upwards.”143 
Again, “Much of the structure, then, is really hypothetico-supportive, with many downward 
as well as upward relations being less than entailments.”144 By “downward” and “upward” 
Bennett is referring to the argumentative proofs moving from premises to conclusions and 
back from conclusions to premises.145 In the “hypothetico-supportive” view of logical 
relations in the Ethics, definitions, axioms, and propositions are empowered/strengthened 
by the veracity, or intuitiveness, of the propositions they entail. There are a few problems 
with this assertion as it applies to the Ethics.146 As I understand it, the Ethics proceeds by 
143 Bennett, A Study of Spinoza’s Ethics, 20 
144 Bennett, A Study of Spinoza’s Ethics, 26. 
145 Bennett’s position, though he never makes reference to this term, seems to entail some kind of dialectical 
approach to the generation of knowledge between the grounding and the grounded, at least as it exists in 
Spinoza’s system. Regardless of the difficult question of whether or not this is how knowledge is actually 
produced (and the metaphysical implications that has for the nature of the ontologically prior and posterior) 
there does not seem to be evidence supporting the claim that this is how Spinoza conceived of knowledge, 
especially scientific intuitions of the essences of things, that is, the sort of knowledge Spinoza needs for the 
security of his philosophical project. It could also be, and my personal experience confirms this, that the 
sense of the truth of the definitions and axioms is strengthened for readers who do not have come to the text 
with clear intuitions of their truth but who, for whatever reason, already accepted many of the propositional 
ideas Spinoza derived therefrom. 
146 To be clear, I am not saying that this is not how a hypothetico-deductive procedure operates. I am only 
asserting that the Ethics does not behave this way and, therefore, does not proceed hypothetico-deductively. 
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a series of entailments that run “downwards,” but there is no weak confirmation running 
“upwards.” If there is, this weak confirmation can only be secondary to the given truth 
already entailed in those definitions, axioms, and previously deduced propositions. We 
may look back through the proof in order to double-check whether or not it is an accurate 
proof, i.e., whether or not each inference is valid. The longer the chain of inferences gets, 
the more we may think we are onto something. Checking the validity, though, tells the 
reader nothing about the truth of the previous propositions. It only informs what would be 
the case if the premises are true. But the blessedness towards which we strive cannot be 
based on an if. 
Bennett’s claim is also suspect because it would seem to entail that the “data,” that 
is, the content of the propositions, functions as a kind of reference for the truth of the 
hypotheses. This may very well be the way in which the natural sciences advance through 
the scientific method, but the mathematical/deductive method employed by Spinoza could 
not do this. Bennett writes, “What is supposed to be happening to us as we work through 
the Ethics? We are to entertain its definitions and axioms as hypotheses, to follow through 
their consequences and find that they square with the data, and to finish up in a state of 
mind where we see them as self-evident.”147 Bennett does support this claim with a 
reference to the TIE, which is meant to indicate that when things are carefully deduced 
from something true, a step-by-step procedure can unfold in a way that cannot happen 
when one starts with false principles. If we start with false assumptions, according to this 
view, then absurdities will eventually follow, thus revealing the ridiculousness of the initial 
claim, or at least of some claim in the deductive chain during which things go haywire 
147 Bennett, A Study of Spinoza’s Ethics, 21 
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(perhaps from an illegitimate inference). If the system that results from the definitions and 
axioms produces logical absurdities, like contradictions, then this is a sure sign of the 
falsity of these initial constituents, here conceived as hypotheses.148 Therefore, if the data 
is logically problematic, and there are no mistakes in inference, then the foundational 
elements are flawed. This does not mean, though, that if the “data,” i.e., the content of the 
propositions, is peculiar, weird, or out of step with everyday experience, that it tells us 
anything about the truth or falsity of the initial claim/hypothesis.149 Spinoza did not shy 
away from any claim that made his philosophy seem radical or strange. His monism, denial 
of free will, and (possible) panpsychism, are all examples of this. None of these conclusions 
of his system provides any information regarding the truth or falsity of his definitions or 
axioms in virtue of their strangeness.150 
One of the problems with Bennett’s interpretation, I think, lies in his comparison 
of Spinoza’s methodology to that of the natural scientists. A much better comparison would 
be to mathematics. Spinoza is not testing hypotheses and basing the success of those 
hypotheses on the empirical conclusions of his experiments. Rather, he is providing a 
mathematical chain of deductive inferences. The truth of the definitions and axioms are in 
no way or shape dependent on the truth of the propositions or whether or not they square 
with observable phenomenon. As Bennett asserts, Spinoza is surely a product of his time, 
but not because he takes the natural sciences as an appropriate philosophical standard. 
148 Again, this is assuming that there are no illegitimate moves in the inferential process. 
149 This is not the case in the natural sciences. In the sciences, if we observe some phenomenon in everyday 
life and the hypothetical cause of this phenomenon does not result in the supposed effect, then the hypothesis 
is false. The data tells us the hypothesis is false. Philosophy, though, does not (or rather, ought not) concern 
itself with validating everyday intuitions. Premises are not false, and logic is not mistaken, simply because it 
does not validate our preconceived notions of everyday reality. 
150 I would suggest that anyone who thinks otherwise is so far from the spirit of Spinozistic philosophy as to 
make their interpretation of it immediately suspect. 
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Rather, it is because he takes geometry to function as a methodological guard for truth. In 
a mathematical proof, there are two things that could result in a wrong answer. Either there 
is a mistake in the proof or the formula on which the proof is based is bogus. Translated 
into Spinoza-speak, this means that either there is an invalid inference, or the fundamental 
definitions and axioms are false. These are the two ways in which the deductive procedure 
of the Ethics, much like a math problem, could fail. The “data” of the propositions has no 
bearing on this, like it would in a science experiment. This sort of data, i.e., the content of 
a rationalist program in which every proposition is deduced, could only inform us about 
invalidity by presenting contradictions, etc. It is silent to the formulas or definitions used 
to derive them. 
However, this “data” is not the sense in which Bennett uses the term data. To take 
on this other sense of “data,” we need to retreat a bit, undermining the assumption I have 
implicitly endorsed, i.e, that Spinoza is an arch-rationalist. The mathematical, 
geometrically demonstrative style Spinoza adopts in the Ethics is unintuitively separable 
from strict rationalism.151 That does not make it impossible. Bennett, it seems to me, must 
think that Spinoza’s rationalism includes an important strain of empiricism. On such a view 
as Bennett’s, the logical relations of propositions and their premises should still require 
validity.152 After all, even though the initial premises are taken hypothetically, this is still 
a deductive argument. Deduction is still deduction. To suggest otherwise would be to 
151 Perhaps Spinoza’s rationalism is more strictly the product of the fundamental metaphysical view of reality 
that posits two realms of being: the being of essences (formal reality) and the being of contingent existence. 
Purely rationalist deductions would occur via intuitions into the essences of things as inferred from other 
essences. One could attempt a “geometrical deduction of contingent existing beings,” and one might think 
Spinoza is doing such in the Ethics. Such an interpretation would be wrong, and such a project would be 
doomed to failure. If one interpreted Spinoza’s project in this way, the impossibility of intuitive knowledge 
would be manifest. 
152 Bennett makes note of the fact that not all of Spinoza’s arguments are valid and that this entails a different 
set of interpretive problems. This is useful work, but not our issue here. 
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undermine the entire presentation of the Ethics or to attend solely to the power of the ideas 
presented in the scholia. The problem is that for Spinoza mere validity does not cut it. The 
arguments needs to be sound. The conclusion should be true and should be known to be 
true in light of the premises.153 In a sense, this is how the “hypothetico-deductive method 
works. The conclusions should be true, and they are so because they are inferable from the 
premises. But they are also inferable and confirmable by experience, i.e., 
phenomenological data put under the microscope, which Bennett once calls experientia 
non vaga. There may be some reason to think that Spinoza adopts the evidence of 
“experience” as confirmation of the insights presented in the Ethics, but the purpose of the 
geometrical method, whose subject matter should receive its content solely from the order 
of essences outside of the realm of contingent experience, cannot rely upon this data. If 
Spinoza presents a valid deductive argument for X proposition and then points to some 
empirical fact that supports that conclusion, it does not mean that the empirical fact changes 
the truth value of the proposition in question. Once I know 2 + 2 = 4 it does me no good to 
take 2 green apples, set them next to 2 red apples and check to see if I get 4 apples. I already 
know that I will have 4 apples, and I know it beyond/before any empirical confirmation. 
Any given proposition should be, if Spinoza is careful in his proof, incontrovertibly true 
without the testimony of experience. The testimony of experience can only reinforce the 
perception of the proposition’s truth, presumably by providing some imaginative support 
to its scientific validity. Really, it only even reinforces this perception if a full intuitive 
153 The feeling of certainty that Spinoza emphasizes as the essence of truth is another mark of a sound 
argument. The conclusion is derived solely and wholly from the premises. The certainty experienced as the 
result of a sound argument is the truth of that argument. It requires nothing else discovered via experience 
for its ground. 
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understanding of the thing in question is not at hand.154 A true rationalist could never accept 
the testimony of experience over a sound argument. Presumably, it is experience that is 
mistaken, especially since it is contingent (or random), and squarely situated within the 
order of duration/contingency in which the essences of things are hidden behind a chaos of 
illusions.155 
This constitutes the central reconciliation between my interpretation and Bennett’s: 
the sense of the definitions and axioms as hypothetical is, for me, only the perspectival 
position of the reader. The goal for the reader is the starting position of the Ethics: intuitive 
knowledge of its fundamental truths and what follows therefrom. One could say that the 
first-time reader of the Ethics should follow Hegel’s prescription for readers of the 
Phenomenology of Spirit and read the treatise a second time with the newly acquired 
perspective in tote. Bennett writes: 
In Letter 76 he says: ‘I do not assume that I have discovered the best 
philosophy, but I know that I understand the true one’; and that dogmatic 
tone permeates the Ethics also. However, that can be reconciled with a 
hypothetico-deductive view of the work, as follows. Spinoza could—and I 
think would—say that although his system must work on untutored minds 
in a hypothetico-deductive manner, when the tutoring is completed the 
reader will see the starting points to be certain, indubitably true, beyond 
question.156 
154 Given the dense and abstract nature of most of the Ethics, it is likely that the reader does not have complete 
intuitive understanding (even if she meticulously combs through every demonstration) of every proposition 
in the text. That would be asking too much, especially of a first-time reader. The examples Spinoza provides 
in scholia, appendixes, and prefaces may help these readers gather the meaning of the proposition. If the 
intellect is not perfectly emended, this data may be propaedeutic to intuitive understanding. 
155 Spinoza, for instance, denies the reality of free will on metaphysical grounds even though people 
experience themselves as free. He also, as we will recall from the previous chapter, is highly skeptical of the 
reality of ghosts, even though eminent men testify to their existence. Reason counts for more than experientia 
vaga and ex auditu regardless of content. 
156 Bennett, A Study of Spinoza, 21. 
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This might be right, and the reader may be more apt to take the ‘starting points” to be likely, 
fruitful, or valuable bases for the more intuitive propositions that follow, which promise 
freedom, blessedness, etc. I think it is unlikely that Spinoza would expect, or that most 
readers actually do, take these starting points as certain and indubitable. If Spinoza is an 
explanatory and causal rationalist, as Bennett puts it, and thereby makes thorough use of 
the Principle of Sufficient Reason, as Della Rocca has emphasized, then any reader attuned 
to this spirit of philosophizing should still rightly question the legitimacy of the first set of 
premises in the deduction of the Ethics. The sense in which I think Bennett is correct here 
is that the reader should be in a much different epistemic (and ethical) position at the end 
of the Ethics than at its outset, largely because of the methodological precision and logical 
rigor with which it is (supposedly) articulated. The hypothetical attitude taken (toward the 
first principles) by the reader at the beginning of the Ethics will probably persist upon a re- 
reading but will do so in a new light, i.e., in an understanding of their creative and 
productive power. In short, there is a hypothetical perspective taken in the Ethics: the 
perspective of the reader, intrigued, curious, and ready to follow the proofs where they lead 
but not wholeheartedly and dogmatically accepting the truth of every strange definition. 
The perspective of “Spinoza,” or the view from the Ethics itself, however, must be one of 
strict necessitarian indubitability. This is the only way that the grounds of the system can 
legitimately be strong enough to support the weight and importance of the ethical claims 
made on their foundation. 
As Bennett rightly emphasizes, Spinoza was not interested in logic for its own sake. 
His philosophy is always, at root, practical. The ideas he works through are important 
solely for their power in transforming human life and leading to blessedness. Bennett 
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writes, “Spinoza was interested in logic only for the good it could do him. Had he cared 
more about it for itself, he might have used it better in doing philosophy.”157 Though, as 
Bennett notes, Spinoza was not the logician Leibniz was, I do not think it is right to 
insinuate that Spinoza was only interested in logic for its practical consequences, if that 
means disregarding, or even failing to be attentive to, the dictates of logic. Spinoza’s 
fallibility in argument and use of logic for practical purposes does not mean that he was 
not worried about logical rigor or lacked a cautious meticulous approach in his 
philosophizing. The geometrical method as displayed in the Ethics is a testament to “rigor,” 
even if some mistakes are made in his demonstrations.158 
I think Bennett’s interpretation of the definitions and axioms (as forming a 
hypothetical framework for the Ethics) is a natural reading for anyone focused on the Ethics 
as a self-encapsulating, totalizing philosophical system. One of the claims of this essay, 
though, is that the Ethics is not that.159 It is, rather, part and parcel of a larger philosophical 
system. Although it is perhaps the most practically and metaphysically dazzling and 
important element of Spinoza’s philosophy, the (abandoned) treatise on method, the TIE, 
is another element of the complete system, as are Spinoza’s political works.160 Without the 
TIE, the Ethics is striking in its brazen assertion of definitions and axioms. They appear on 
the first pages without any argument in their support as if they were revealed truths beyond 
157 Bennett, A Study of Spinoza, 28. 
158 Also, as has already been mentioned, Spinoza does seem interested in the eventual presentation of a 
system of logic. The fact that he never produced such a system could be due to his short life. In such a short 
life so heavily motivated by the search for the good, practical projects in ethics and politics take the lead. It 
does not mean that questions of logic and medicine, for instance, are irrelevant. 
159 This will be clearer in the essay’s conclusion. 
160 In this way, I believe that the TTP, TP, TIE, and the Ethics are all elements of Spinoza’s system of 
philosophy. His other works, though important for understanding the nature of his mind, etc., are not integral 
aspects of this system. The PPC is a work on another philosopher, Descartes, and the KV, though a systematic 
attempt at philosophy, functions mostly, in my estimation, as a trial run for the Ethics. As such, I think that 
the KV and the PPC are ancillary texts, but the TIE is a fundamental text. 
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reproach. Bennett uses this as evidence for his view, but this “evidence” loses its power in 
light of the situatedness of the Ethics in a larger, unfinished philosophical system. 
Writing of the view that the definitions and axioms are meant to be “self-evident 
and undeniable” Bennett claims, “If the Ethics was intended by Spinoza as a direct 
convincer of that sort, he must have been madly optimistic about the plausibility of the 
initial definitions and axioms. I don’t believe it. No doubt he thought that the definitions 
are correct, and the axioms true; but he cannot have expected them to impose themselves 
on the mind of someone whose course of Spinozistic study was just beginning.”161 Given 
this fact, it is natural, I think, to look for means by which these definitions and axioms can 
be confirmed in the Ethics simply by the propositions that follow from them. However, as 
we have seen, this leads to absurdities. This may give some people reason to abandon the 
Spinozistic project. It is grounded on a set of claims that are themselves fundamentally 
ungrounded and therefore it is nothing more than a house of cards easily brushed aside. In 
order to give the Ethics the credit it deserves, the definitions and axioms must be taken 
seriously, i.e, as true. In order to do that we must first take them as more than merely 
plausible, and secondly, look beyond the Ethics to a theory of definitions and to a 
methodological precedent. We find this only in the TIE, scattered throughout Spinoza’s 
epistolary, and through inference in the precedence set by Descartes.. This is all to say that 
to truly gain a respect for the opening of the Ethics, as well as to understand its true 
deficiencies, we must understand how Spinoza understood his method. 
161 Bennett, A Study of Spinoza’s Ethics, 17. 
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3.8 CONCLUSIONS 
In Behind the Geometrical Method, Curley reminisces about his first encounter with 
Spinoza’s Ethics. His early reaction to the geometrical presentation, especially the list of 
definitions and axioms that open the first book is highly illustrative of the point on which 
I wish to focus: 
“When I first attempted to understand Spinoza’s Ethics, some 
twenty-five years ago, I recall being put off by the formal apparatus. There 
was Spinoza, very conscientiously explaining to me how he wished the 
central notions of his system to be understood, and I didn’t understand the 
definitions. The terms he used to define the terms he wanted me to 
understand often seemed as obscure as the terms they were used to define. 
And I felt that if I couldn’t understand the definitions, or the axioms which 
used the same concepts, then I couldn’t hope to understand the theorems 
derived from them. 
In retrospect, I now think that this is a very natural, but a very 
mistaken reaction. Spinoza’s initial definitions are not immediately 
intelligible any more than his axioms are all as immediately obvious as the 
parallel with Euclid would encourage us to think they should be. But it is 
not true that we must have a firm grasp of Spinoza’s initial assumptions 
before we can understand what follows them. Often we can get more of the 
sense of a formula by seeing what follows from it, or what Spinoza thinks 
follows from it, than we can by focusing all of our attention on the formula 
itself.162 
162 Edwin Curley, Behind the Geometrical Method: A Reading of Spinoza’s Ethics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1988) 51-52. 
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Curley’s initial reaction is easy to understand, natural, and not atypical. It expresses a 
feeling similar to Bennett’s but without the added interpretational baggage. Besides the 
foreboding and potentially off-putting style of the geometrical method, there is the obvious 
fact that most if not all of Spinoza’s readers will not have an intuitive grasp of his 
definitions nor even understand all the terms he uses in the formulation of these definitions. 
In fact, I do not believe that Spinoza could honestly expect that of his readers. Even if he 
did, the standard virginal experience with the Ethics leaves most readers confused at the 
outset and must be taken for what it is: a failure to communicate. The fact that Curley, like 
so many of us, only comes to appreciate the power and import of these definitions and 
axioms in the light of the propositions/theorems that are grounded upon them does nothing 
to affect the truth or justification of those very definitions. Perhaps it adds a certain a 
posteriori justification for them, but it cannot be the fundamental, inviolable basis for their 
essence. The mistaken hypothetico-deductive view of Bennett and others seems to assume 
that it does. 
Why is this? If we take Spinoza’s understanding of “ratio” and scientia intuitiva as 
I have continuously reiterated throughout this essay, we quickly realize that good 
definitions must depend on an intuitive grasp of the affirmative essence of the thing in 
question. Without said grasp, which is the psychological/epistemological corollary of 
essential content directly experienced, it is impossible to fully appreciate and understand 
the ramifications of the definitions, i.e., the fallout from the essential core of the thing. 
Remember Spinoza’s account of these two modes of perception. Of “ratio” he 
writes, “there is the Perception that we have when the essence of a thing is inferred from 
another thing, but not adequately. This happens, either ‘when we infer the cause from some 
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effect, or when something is inferred from some universal, which some property always 
accompanies.” The latter case (inference from universal) should not, if Spinoza has done 
his job, be the result of ratio in the Ethics. However, the experience that Curley describes 
that so many of us have during an initial reading of the Ethics does seem to result from the 
inference of a cause from its effects. In this instance, as is the result of the design of the 
geometrical method, the causes are the series of definitions and axioms explained in 
deductive proofs and the effects are the ideas expressed in the propositions. The reader of 
the Ethics does, then, infer the essence of one thing from another. As Spinoza writes in the 
TIE, this sort of inference does not provide one with an adequate grasp of a thing’s 
essence.163 It could be that this signifies a flaw in the construction of the Ethics. If most 
readers do not have an adequate grasp of the work’s most fundamental concepts, then a 
fruitful engagement with the rest of the text may be lacking. 
In the second set of replies to the objections to his Meditations on First Philosophy, 
Descartes adopts an important methodological distinction between the synthetic method 
and the analytic method. The synthetic method, i.e., the geometrical method, is, according 
to Descartes, legitimate and powerful. Both are adequate methods of demonstration. 
However, the synthetic method is not as strong as the analytic method. The analytic method 
provides the readers of the work with a priori justification of the concepts developed in his 
philosophy. This method follows the step-by-step progress of the philosopher in the genesis 
of his most fundamental doctrines and concepts. The reader is invited to think with the 
author. The Meditations adopt this method, and the reader is easily engrossed in 
Descartes’s personal philosophical developments and revelations. This provides the 
163 Remember once again that the nature of ratio is significantly different in Book II of the Ethics. We will 
show how in the next chapter. 
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analytic method with a distinctive advantage over the synthetic method by engaging those 
who want to learn. Descartes writes: 
Synthesis, by contrast, employs a directly opposite method where the search 
is, as it were, a posteriori (though the proof itself is often more a priori than 
it is in the analytic method). It demonstrates the conclusions clearly and 
employs a long series of definitions, postulates, axioms, theorems and 
problems, so that if anyone denies one of the conclusions it can be shown 
at once that it is contained in what has gone before, and hence the reader, 
however argumentative or stubborn he may be, is compelled to give his 
assent. However, this method is not as satisfying as the method of analysis, 
nor does it engage the minds of those who are eager to learn, since it does 
not show how the thing in question was discovered.164 
Whereas the synthetic method, especially as adopted in metaphysics, yields the feeling that 
Curley had when he first read the Ethics,165 Descartes’s analytic method sweeps the 
engaged philosopher along for a ride, uncovering the genesis of the terms of his “first 
philosophy”. Supposedly, this is a result of the fact that the initial definitions are simply 
given in the geometric/synthetic method but are discovered in the analytic method. 
Again, although this may very well be the case, it does not prove in any way that 
the truths of the axioms and definitions are based on the propositions yielded even if the 
reader, through the third mode of perception of the TIE, understands them this way. 
However, it very well could be that Spinoza, for all his metaphysical advancements over 
Descartes, has not received the same fanfare as his illustrious predecessor because he 
adopted a style of presentation and demonstration that is not as reader friendly due to the 
164 AT VII.156/CSM II.110-111 
165 Those of us studying Spinoza should all be thankful that Curley overcame this initial dislike! 
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utter lack of analytic development of its most fundamental concepts. Though, to some 
degree or another, Descartes’s prose will always be more accessible, there are two things 
that I think could ameliorate this problem for Spinoza. 
One is Spinoza’s overhaul of ratio in the Ethics. In this more mature work, ratio is 
capable of adequate insight into essence. This is something that will be touched on in the 
following chapter. The other potential amelioration of this issue is a greater appreciation 
for the role that the TIE plays in the development of Spinoza’s system of philosophy. 
Though it is an early work and unfinished at the time of Spinoza’s death, the TIE proceeds 
by analysis, the aforementioned method praised by Descartes.166 It is to the TIE that we 
must look when we feel disheartened by the beginning of the Ethics. In Bennett’s work on 
Spinoza’s method, he makes a curious insight: “It seems that Spinoza’s demonstrations are 
not meant to indicate the reasons which first led him to his conclusions, or even necessarily 
the principal reasons which he now has for retaining them,”167 and even more succinctly, 
“Spinoza’s demonstrations do not represent his own order of discovery.”168 What Bennett 
may be hinting at here, is that Spinoza himself did not discover his own principles through 
some form of synthesis. Indeed, that hardly even seems possible. Spinoza had to have 
advanced in his personal philosophical journey via analysis. The TIE is probably the best 
instance of this in Spinoza’s corpus. 
166 In fact, given the deep influence of Descartes on the young Spinoza, the adoption of the Prooemium, as 
well as the entirety of the analytical style of demonstration in the TIE, could be directly indebted to Descartes. 
Spinoza’s later adoption of the geometrical method in the Ethics is something that he never defends or 
justifies in any extant writing. Whatever his reasons, it is at minimum an important sign of his growing out 
of his young Cartesian skin. 
167 Bennett, A Study of Spinoza, 27 
168 Bennett, A Study of Spinoza, 27 
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In the Ethics we receive no introduction, no preface, no explanation of fundamental 
definitions, no defense of the axioms, no justification for the method whatsoever. I, for 
one, do not think that the author could have expected his readers to simply accept these 
definitions and axioms when his entire mode of philosophizing is predicated on a 
commitment to detailed demonstration and argumentative rigor. Because of this, the 
precedence set by the analytic method in the TIE is an important supplement and 
predecessor to the Ethics. It is possible that Spinoza may have at one point conceived the 
analytically driven TIE as a useful prologue for the Ethics. If so, then in tandem the reader 
gets the best of both worlds. The method of analysis provides the genesis of the 
fundamental concepts necessary for their fulfilled expression at the outset of a work 
proceeding by synthesis. In other words, without an analytical introduction or supplement, 
the synthetic method loses some of its power and charm. Instead of seeing these two 
methods of demonstration as in competition it is possible to take them as the two central 
players in a unified methodological whole. The method of analysis can do what the 
synthetic method cannot: outline the path of thinking by which “the thing in question was 
discovered methodologically and as it were a priori.”169 This is why Descartes finds it 
preferable. However, the synthetic method also holds a power that its analytic rival does 
not: “It demonstrates the conclusion clearly and employs a long series of definitions, 
postulates, axioms, theorems and problems, so that if anyone denies one of the conclusions 
it can be shown at once that it is contained in what has gone before, and hence the reader, 
however argumentative or stubborn he may be, is compelled to give his assent.”170 
169 AT VII.155/CSM II.110 
170 AT VII.156.CSM II.111 
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It is as if, with the analytic method, the philosopher grapples around in the dark 
making use of whatever tools he has for the discovery of the thing. Once the thing is found 
the synthetic method is able to fully and most efficiently maximize its powers. Neither, I 
claim, is dispensable. Spinoza may have written the Ethics in a geometrical manner and 
that synthetic method may have been excellent for the explication of a myriad of well- 
argued powerful propositions from metaphysics to ethics. At the same time, Spinoza could 
not have achieved this without the implementation of the analytic method, either in his 
personal thought or in the TIE. Definitions and axioms are not gifts from God. They are 
the result of hard philosophical labor. The synthetic/geometrical method cannot achieve 
that labor. It is to some degree the achievement of that labor. When we discuss “Spinoza’s 
method,” then, the method of the Ethics cannot be his sole method, the full method, or even 
the primary method. It is merely an aspect of the entire method, which combines analysis 
and synthesis. 
That said, the articulation of the synthetic method through its work on fundamental 
concepts and the unfolding of the propositions and scholia derived from these concepts is 
capable of revealing and refining the concepts and tools used in the analytic methodology 
that predated it. Spinoza’s epistemological developments in the Ethics, particularly in Book 
II, are exemplary of this phenomenon. The final chapter of this essay uses some of the 
psychological and epistemological advancements of the Ethics to help explain the 
origination of the fundamental concepts of the Ethics. In particular, I will discuss the nature 




From the third kind of knowledge, there necessarily arises an intellectual Love of God. For 
from this kind of knowledge there arises Joy, accompanied by the idea of God as its cause, 
i.e., Love of God, not insofar as we imagine him as present, but insofar as we understand
God to be eternal. And this is what I call intellectual love of God.1
The greatest virtue of the mind is to know God, or to understand things by the third kind of 
knowledge. Indeed, this virtue is the greater, the more the mind knows things by this kind 
of knowledge. So he who knows things by this kind of knowledge passes to the greatest 
human perfection, and consequentially is affected with the greatest joy, accompanied by 
the idea of himself and his virtue. Therefore, the greatest satisfaction there can be arises 
from this kind of knowledge.2 
Someone is building God in a dark cup.3 - Jorge Luis Borges 
4.1 REFLECTIONS ON METHOD 
The answer to the question “What is Spinoza’s method?” might be one that, at first, 
seems straightforward. It is the synthetic, or geometrical, method of the Ethics. It is a 
method of deduction aping the style of Euclid, the ancient and esteemed geometrician, in 
whose Elements propositions are proven via a series of deductions relying solely on 
definitions, axioms, and previously established propositions. In philosophy, Spinoza is 
easily the exemplar of this method, using it to astonishing effects. However, as far as I can 
tell, the geometrical manner of presentation in the Ethics is far from a complete or adequate 
ground for understanding the entirety of what we may call “Spinoza’s method.” To 
1 G II.300/C I.611 
2 5p27dem - G II.297/C I.609. I have taken the liberty of removing the citations for premises in the 
demonstration in citing this quote. 
3 Jorge Luis Borges, ”Baruch Spinoza,” in Selected Poems, ed. by Alexander Coleman and trans. by Willis 
Barnstone (New York, NY: Penguin Books, 2000), 382-383. 
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adequately comprehend the significance and nature of the geometrical method, it is 
essential to look beyond its confines to both its genesis and its products. 
In order to fully grasp the meaning and nature of Spinoza’s method, one needs to 
work through his entire corpus. This would include not only the TIE, his only work 
specifically reflective on method, but the commentary on Descartes’s Principles and its 
appendix, “Metaphysical Thoughts,” as well as the Short Treatise, his epistolary, and both 
of his political works, the Political Treatise (unfinished at his death) and the marvelously 
scandalous, Theological-Political Treatise.4 To engage all this material is beyond the scope 
of this essay. Without any systematic treatment, though, there are a few things this material 
can reveal about Spinoza’s way of philosophizing. 
First, and most obviously, is the fact that the synthetic/geometrical method is not 
the only way to acquire knowledge and understanding of inherent philosophical value. 
Although Spinoza treats ethics, human psychology, and many other subjects in the Ethics 
in accordance with geometrical norms, which is extremely rare and ambitious, it is not the 
case that he thinks all objects of worthy philosophical investigation can be learnt in this 
manner. His study of scripture in the TTP, for example, is not sought sub specie aeternitatis 
but instead takes into account a plethora of contingent detail regarding time, place, 
language, motivation, etc. 
Secondly, the geometrical method can be employed to different ends. It is not 
enough in itself to guarantee true conclusions or propositions. This can be gleaned from 
his commentary of Descartes’s Principles, which also employs a geometrical method. The 
4 The TTP is itself a rich source of material on the nature of method, especially as it regards a hermeneutics 
of scripture and the natural world. I will engage this in a later work. A complete list of Spinoza’s works 
should also include the Hebrew Grammar, which could also prove fruitful in methodological reflection. 
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method as used there does not seem as advanced as the version of the Ethics, but it is, more 
or less, the same kind of synthetic deduction. The catch is that Spinoza is merely5 
commenting on Descartes and employs the method to reach conclusions that are not true, 
at least by his own standard. This means, among other things, that the merits of the 
geometrical method—and it does have its merits—cannot stand on their own, but require 
supplementation.6 It requires security for its definitions and axioms that it cannot provide 
for itself. In the language of chaos theory, we could say that the geometrical method 
requires good initial conditions. A small difference in these initial conditions could 
potentially lead a deductive, (supposedly) deterministic system to radically different 
propositions. The addition or subtraction of an axiom, or the ascription of different essential 
information in the definition of a key concept, would, if Spinoza is genuinely proceeding 
deductively, fundamentally alter the course of the metaphysics, epistemology, and ethics 
that follow therefrom. 
Thirdly, and most immediately valuable to this essay, Spinoza’s early works (the 
TIE and KV), as well as his correspondence, provide explicit comment on method and give 
alternate methodological paths to the same conclusions. In brief, the geometrical severity 
of the Ethics is not Spinoza’s final (or only) statement on method. It is a part of an 
unfinished whole. To understand the entirety of the method via scientia intuitiva, which is 
the ambition of at least one Spinoza scholar, requires an understanding of all the parts, their 
relations, their integration, and an ability to creatively extrapolate therefrom. Again, this is 
5 “Merely” might be a stretch. Though the PPC is a work on Descartes and is itself Cartesian and detailed 
study would reveal Spinoza’s occasional divergences from strict Cartesian doctrine. 
6 This has been an underlying assumption of this entire essay and reinforces the TIE as a prolegomena to the 
Ethics. 
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beyond the scope of the present concern, but it is useful to see the current essay as itself a 
piece of a larger inquiry. 
In this essay, I have insisted, through detailed engagement, on the value of the 
Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect for understanding Spinoza’s method. There are 
several reasons for this, not least of which is the fact that the TIE is the only Spinozistic 
document explicitly dedicated to method and its initial expression of a self-consciously 
generated method for philosophical inquiry. In the Prooemium, Spinoza elegantly provides 
the practical impetus to philosophizing, as well as the alleged goal of the project: the union 
of the mind with the whole of nature. Along the way, via what I consider to be a version of 
what Descartes calls the “analytic method,” Spinoza grapples toward an understanding of 
the nature of definition, truth, intellect, and God, with varying degrees of success, failure, 
and incompletion. All of this forms a key background to the opening salvo of definitions 
and axioms released like flashes of light in the dark of the night. As Borges writes in his 
ode to Spinoza, “Someone is building God in a dark cup.”7 The contour of these blasts is 
best understood via the attempt of the TIE to build a method from scratch. The geometrical 
style of the Ethics is an achievement based on previous, unheralded conceptual labor. 
Because of this, the TIE, warts and all, functions as the best initial portal into Spinoza’s 
entire philosophy. Stuart Hampshire, in an introduction written for the Penguin edition of 
Curley’s translation of the Ethics, goes so far as to number the TIE amongst Spinoza’s 
mature works and states that it “ought to be read in conjunction with the Ethics.”8 While 
7 Borges, ”Baruch Spinoza,” Selected Poems, 282-283. 
8 Stuart Hampshire, introduction to Ethics, by Benedict de Spinoza, trans. By Edwin Curley (London, 
England: Penguin Books, 1996), ii-xvi. 
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the “maturity” of the work is debatable, the value of its pairing with the Ethics is 
inestimable. 
Despite my insistence on the value of the TIE in aiding the reader in a 
comprehensive understanding of the methodological path to the outset of the Ethics, the 
text has various limitations that impede what it can achieve in this regard. As we know, the 
TIE is an unfinished manuscript, never published during Spinoza’s lifetime. Despite 
speculation, it is unknown whether or not Spinoza planned to revise and update the TIE or 
whether he had left it behind as a result of impossible procedural problems.9 Additionally, 
the TIE never speaks of the value or purpose of adopting a geometrical method. There is 
some reason for thinking that this method might arise out of his theory of definitions, but 
not enough to necessitate its logical entailment. Beyond this, the scope of the TIE is simply 
too limited, despite its ambitions, to explain everything unfolding in the Ethics. For a more 
fulfilled discussion we have to turn to the Ethics itself. Though the Ethics is silent regarding 
its own method, its epistemological doctrine can be of substantial assistance, particularly 
the theory of scientia intuitiva. I argue that a proper understanding of the nature of scientia 
intuitiva provides an overarching explanation of the entire methodological movement from 
the original practical goal in the TIE through the end of the Ethics. The sought-after union 
of the mind with nature is achieved through the unfolding of intuitive knowledge from this 
original desire to the self-conscious acquisition, and adjoining deduction of, the intellectual 
love of God in Book V of the Ethics. 
9 There are reasons to believe that Spinoza may have planned continued work on the TIE, but they are not 
convincing enough to provide a definitive answer. For instance, in 2p40s1 of the Ethics, Spinoza briefly 
mentions certain epistemological matters he will be developing in another treatise. As far as his extant corpus 
is concerned, the TIE is the only obvious document that fits the bill. 
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In this final chapter, I first focus on the ways ratio and scientia intuitiva are 
understood by the Ethics in Parts II and V in order to read back into the origins, and fruits, 
of the Ethics. This discussion focuses on 2p40s2 wherein Spinoza outlines his threefold 
theory of knowledge and presents the example of the fourth proportional. Then, I provide 
a schematic analysis of Spinoza’s definition of scientia intuitiva as it is presented in Book 
II and used throughout the Ethics. Next, I make use of Aaron Garrett’s highly original 
conception of scientia intuitiva in his monograph, Meaning in Spinoza’s Method, to build 
my own interpretation of this kind of knowledge, at which point I emphasize its creative 
power and develop the notion of a “thing” in Spinoza’s philosophy. From there I build on 
the nature of scientia intuitiva so understood in order to approach Book V of the Ethics, its 
practical and affective import. This part of the discussion focuses on the “intellectual love 
of God.” After this I conclude with new reflections on the nature of Spinoza’s method in 
the light of this interpretation of scientia intuitiva and discuss a vitalist account of the spirit 
of Spinoza. 
Spinoza’s methods, we might say, are diverse and complex. The Ethics famous (or 
infamous, depending on who you ask) formal geometrical style is only one aspect of a 
difficult methodological whole. In fact, the Ethics itself is utterly silent on the question of 
method, though its epistemological doctrine is a useful tool to read back into the nature of 
the method. Using this doctrine to understand Spinoza’s method and its practical 
implications, particularly the doctrine of the third kind of knowledge, is the goal of this 
chapter. I begin by distinguishing it from ratio and outlining how ratio operates in 
geometrical fashion in the Ethics. 
273 
4.2 REASON AND INTUITION IN THE ETHICS: 2p40s2 
Perhaps one of the best ways of approaching an understanding of scientia intuitiva 
is by distinguishing it from ratio. Whereas in the TIE there is only one form of adequate 
knowledge (i.e., scientia intuitiva), in the Ethics there are two: ratio (reason) and scientia 
intuitiva (intuitive knowledge). We will recall that in the TIE “ratio” grasps the essence 
of the thing in question, but it does not do so adequately. In the Ethics, however, ratio is 
an adequate form of cognition. Outlining the change in ratio, its implications for the notion 
of adequacy, as well as its role in the Ethics will be necessary for clarifying what continues 
to separate it from intuitive knowledge. After all, the most substantial difference between 
the two forms of knowledge as they are presented in the TIE is that the latter is an adequate 
cognition of an essence whereas the former is not. 
In order to do this, I think it will be useful to break down the two principal parts of 
2p40s2: the presentation of the three kinds of knowledge and the example of the fourth 
proportional. First, let us look at this “mature” version of the kinds of knowledge, i.e., the 
presentation of the three kinds of knowledge in the Ethics: 
Schol. 2: From what has been said above, it is clear that we perceive many 
things and form universal notions: 
I. from singular things which have been represented to us through the senses
in a way that is mutilated, confused, and without order for the intellect (see
P29C); for that reason I have been accustomed to call such perceptions
knowledge from random experience;
II. from signs, e.g., from the fact that, having heard or read certain words, we
recollect things, and form certain ideas of them, which are like them, and
through which we imagine the things (P18S). These two ways of regarding
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things I shall henceforth call knowledge of the first kind, opinion or 
imagination. 
III. Finally, from the fact that we have common notions and adequate ideas of
the properties of things (see P38C, P39, P39C, and P40). This I call reason
and the second kind of knowledge.
IV. In addition to these two kinds of knowledge, there is (as I shall show in what
follows) another, third kind, which we shall call intuitive knowledge. And
this kind of knowing proceeds from an adequate idea of the formal essence
of certain attributes of God to the adequate knowledge of the essence of
things.10
There are several notable updates in this presentation of the forms of knowledge. First, 
whereas in the TIE there are four distinct kinds of knowledge, here there are three. We see 
that I & II, what I referred to as random experience and knowledge via convention/sign in 
the TIE, are now considered jointly as the first kind of knowledge: imagination. Though 
the nature of imagination is an extraordinarily interesting subject, particularly in Spinoza, 
it does not concern us here.11 “Knowledge” via imagination might be better translated as 
“cognition” since this form of knowledge, according to Spinoza, is uninformative with 
regard to truth value. 
Secondly, we might notice a certain awkwardness in the presentation. Though there 
are four forms of perception listed here, only the first three neatly fit into the listed 
10 G II.122/C I.477-478 
11 One of the many fascinating changes that results from this lumping together of these two forms of 
perception into one kind of knowledge is the emergence of a break between psychology and epistemology. 
In the TIE we can accurately claim that the four modes of perception are equivalent to four kinds of 
knowledge. In the Ethics, though, four modes of perception are equivalent to three kinds of knowledge. This 
indicates a more refined sense of what knowledge consists in. We might account for this by just saying that 
imagination is one distinct kind of knowledge, but it is multiple (at least dual) as a form of perception. Since 
the epistemological value of imagination is largely negative, that is, since it is investigated solely to learn 
what adequate cognition is not, its function in the Ethics as one kind of knowledge is sufficient: it accounts 
for all inadequate knowledge. Psychologically, though, the experience of imagination is quite complicated 
and intricate. Books III & IV, which are not a concern of this essay, are very useful on this subject. 
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category.12 Supposedly, this is a list of ways the human mind forms universal notions and 
perceives various things. However we see that in the definition of ratio, i.e., III, Spinoza 
indicates that this is the last way a mind forms universal notions. It is the “final” case. The 
subsequent form of knowledge (intuitive knowledge) does not, therefore, form universal 
notions. In other words, the first (I-II) and the second (III) kinds of knowledge form 
universal notions but the third kind of knowledge (IV) does not. Its inclusion in this list is, 
presumably, just to introduce another kind of knowledge that will be relevant at a later 
time. It also articulates a definition of what it means to know something without reference 
to a universal notion. 
Finally, and most pertinently, we can infer that ratio, then, i.e., the second kind of 
knowledge, is situated in a strange middle ground between the first and third kinds of 
knowledge, a situation more easily understood in the Ethics than the TIE. On the one hand, 
it is akin to imagination in that it has the property of forming universal notions. On the 
other hand, it is akin to intuitive knowledge in that it operates on the basis of adequate 
ideas. Therefore, it is distinguished by being the only kind of knowledge that has both the 
property of operating via universal notions--Spinoza calls these specific universals 
common notions, or (potential) axioms--and that infers via adequate ideas. 
The nature of ratio is itself quite different from the “ratio” of the TIE. In the TIE, 
“ratio” understands essences inadequately. In the Ethics, it is upgraded, having an 
adequate grasp of the properties of things and the corresponding ability to obtain the truth 
or falsity of a proposition. In the TIE, “ratio” occurs when a cause is inferred from an 
effect, or when a universal is used to infer the essence of a thing. We saw in Chapter Two 
12 This is only one of two numerical awkwardnesses, the other being that there are four distinctive modes of 
perception but only three kinds of knowledge. 
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why these forms of inference were associated with “ratio” and why that form of perception 
was thereby considered inadequate. Without doing a systematic study of the nature of 
reason in Spinoza like LeBuffe does, for example, in Spinoza on Reason,13 it may not be 
feasible to come to definite conclusions on how these flaws in the conception of reason as 
presented in the TIE are overcome in the Ethics. That said, simply on the basis of the most 
direct presentations of “ratio” (in the TIE at §19) and ratio (in the Ethics at 2p40s2) we 
can reach some clarity as to how Spinoza overhauled his idea of reason while refining the 
underlying ideas that might have given him impetus to his original formulation. 
First, in the TIE, the two ways in which reason is said to operate are presented as if 
they were dichotomous: either reason infers the cause from an effect, or it infers an essence 
(of some singular thing) from a universal property. It is as if they are two separate ways in 
which one thing is inadequately inferred from another. However, in the Ethics, reason 
works simply from “the fact that we have common notions and adequate ideas of the 
properties of things” (2p40s2).14 Common notions and adequate ideas of properties work 
in tandem to achieve adequate knowledge. On my reading, in other words, in the TIE reason 
operates in two mutually exclusive ways, i.e., as a genus that captures an exclusive 
disjunction. In the Ethics, reason infers from a fundamental conjunction.15 
Additionally, at 2p40s2 reason is presented as part of a list of perceptions in which 
we form universal notions. Whereas in the TIE “ratio” is said to be an inadequate grasp of 
13 Micahel Lebuffe, “Reason as an Idea” in Spinoza on Reason (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 
2018) 
14 G II.122/C I.478. Emphasis added. 
15 I should note that it is possible to read Spinoza’s “or” in this passage from the TIE in a different manner. 
On this reading the phrase immediately following the “or” indicates a second way of conceiving the same 
thing as the first. Spinoza commonly uses “or” in this way. Take Deus sive Natura, for example. However, 
given Spinoza’s two examples of “ratio” in §21 it seems clear that he is referring to two distinct kinds of 
perception via “ratio.” For more on this recall Chapter 2. 
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the essence of a thing, in the Ethics, ratio is not even an attempt at the essence of the thing. 
It is based on knowledge of a property,16 and it uses that knowledge of a property in 
conjunction with axiomatic knowledge about the nature of things to achieve other universal 
notions/concepts, i.e., knowledge of properties. In other words, ratio, as understood in the 
Ethics is not of the essence of things. It is adequate in its own domain and provides true 
knowledge, even if that knowledge is not of essences. So, whereas in the TIE there are four 
kinds of knowledge and only the first two infer knowledge of the properties of things (not 
including reason/”ratio”), in the Ethics there are three kinds of knowledge and the first two 
(including reason/ratio) infer knowledge of properties. Reason is resituated, then, in the 
more mature conception, as knowledge that infers a universal from a universal, rather than 
knowledge that infers an essence from a universal. 
That said, the overhaul to which ratio is subjected is not so severe as to completely 
erase the previous view. It is an evolution--not revolution--in reason. We can read 
LeBuffe’s views on reason for more comprehensive understanding: 
Spinoza is best read, then, as maintaining in his account of reason that in 
knowing external things by means of ideas of reason we know some of their 
properties. Such knowledge will include some degree of knowledge of their 
natures or essences as well, since to know an effect is to know its cause, but 
we will never have an adequate idea of the essence of an external singular 
thing in an idea of reason.17 
16 This is not to say that “ratio” in the TIE is not also knowledge of properties, but in the TIE, the form of 
knowledge attempts to escape/transcend that knowledge to knowledge of an essence. 
17 LeBuffe, Spinoza on Reason, 84. 
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As LeBuffe describes it, knowledge of a thing’s properties is knowledge of the thing’s 
essence but only in part. This is because, to know the effect of a thing is to know its cause,18 
at least as the cause has the property of determining that effect. In this case, the effects are 
the properties of the thing and insofar as these properties are known, the effects of the thing 
are known. Hence its essence is partially known. But this is just precisely how “ratio” in 
the TIE operates. The only difference is that “ratio” in the TIE is considered inadequate 
because of this partial knowledge. I do not think that the mature Spinoza, or LeBuffe for 
that matter, would object to this. Knowledge of a cause via knowledge of its effect does 
provide clear and distinct knowledge of the cause insofar as the cause has the property of 
determining that effect. It does not provide the same psychological or epistemological 
conditions of the inmost nature of the cause. I may know that my cactuses and other 
succulents grow with adequate sunlight but wither away otherwise, so I infer that sunlight 
is a cause of the fecundity and nutrition of the plant. This does not mean that I have any 
adequate insight into the actual essence of sunlight. Similarly, I might easily hypothesize 
that there must be some force that compels objects to fall toward the Earth. Again, this does 
not mean that I have more than a vague notion regarding the essence of gravity. The best 
way to clarify the general problem, so far as I can tell, is to state that ratio provides 
adequate inferential knowledge of a universal/property from a universal/property but 
inadequate knowledge of an essence. 
Perhaps the emphasis on inadequacy in the TIE and adequacy in the Ethics is the 
result of a shift in perspective regarding what the proper role of reason is in the 
development of philosophy. To understand this, we must think of the contexts in which the 
18 Recall the discussion on the nature of definitions from Chapter 3. A real definition should be a genetic 
definition. To know something is to know its cause. To know an effect as an effect is to know it as caused. 
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two discussions of kinds of knowledge take place. In the TIE, Spinoza introduces the kinds 
of knowledge for a specific methodological purpose: to emend the intellect for the sake of 
obtaining “the knowledge of the union that the mind has with the whole of Nature.”19 For 
this purpose, reason is inept. It cannot provide an inside account of the essence of a thing, 
which would presumably secure knowledge of its union with the whole. In context, then, 
the proper emphasis given to the nature of reason should be with regards to its 
inadequacy.20 In the Ethics on the contrary, the discussion on kinds of knowledge is 
situated within Book II, which is entirely on the nature and origin of the mind. The extent 
of this psychological and epistemological inquiry covers many essential features of 
philosophy of mind, most of which are irrelevant (not to mention unknown) from the 
perspective of the TIE. The specific proposition, 2p40, during which this discussion arises 
is itself already intimately concerned with reason, as are the propositions immediately 
preceding it.21 The first scholia concerns different types of universals, which is, 
presumably, why the second scholia begins with a list of ways in which we perceive via 
universals. Clarifying the precise nature of ratio is, then, more contextually relevant and 
useful in Book II of the Ethics than it would be in the TIE. As a result, we get a more 
accurate and “mature” concept of it in the Ethics, one that reveals its positive value (as 
further propositional evidence shows) and not merely its negative value (in clarifying the 
nature of intuitive knowledge by showing forms of knowledge from which it differs). That 
19 G II.8/C I.11. 
20 Again, the reason that the kinds of knowledge are presented in the TIE at all is solely for the purpose of 
emending the intellect and advancing the movement of the method. It is not to provide a sustained and multi- 
faceted inquiry into the nature of these kinds of knowledge. It provides them in sketch for their practical 
value. Coincidentally, this shows that from the outset of the TIE scientia intuitiva is intimately related to the 
goal of philosophy. 
21 2p40 reads “Whatever ideas follow in the Mind from ideas that are adequate are also adequate.” 
280 
said, this further determination of the nature of ratio should still be quite valuable in 
separating its nature from scientia intuitiva, which, as we have seen, does not make use of 
universals (particularly common notions). We will turn our attention to intuitive knowledge 
in its singularity in the next section. 
The second half of 2p40s2 consists in Spinoza’s favorite example. Perhaps the most 
concrete way Spinoza provides for us to interpret the natures of intuitive knowledge and 
reason is via this example of the fourth proportional. This mathematical subject is present 
in both the TIE and the Ethics. In fact, Spinoza provides a version of it in the Short Treatise 
as well. This shows that this example is one Spinoza must have thought was extremely 
useful in clarifying his distinctions amongst types of knowledge. He updates and revises 
the example each time. So far as I can tell, it is the only example of anything Spinoza uses 
across three different works. Since Spinoza relies on it so consistenly, I take it very 
seriously for understanding the nature of these modes of perception.22 For ease of reference, 
and for our ability to analyze differences amongst the three instantiations of this example, 
I include all three versions of the example in unbroken succession in the following quoted 
material starting with the KV and ending with the Ethics. Before proceeding, I should note 
that this example makes thorough use of a proposition from Euclid’s Elements. The proof 
can be found in Book VII at Proposition 19, and for non-mathematicians first hand 
22 One reason why I find it important to focus on this example is because in the TIE, KV, and Ethics these 
modes of perception are introduced together and are, more or less, merely stipulated. That is, whereas so 
much in Spinoza’s philosophy is subject to significant argumentation and inferential/deductive refinement, 
the kinds of knowledge are not. I believe that this makes examples of their use a much more valuable source 
for comprehension of their nature than is the case for examples of most things in Spinoza, which are often 
tacked only to clarify rigorous arguments. In all instances these kinds of knowledge are introduced, it would 
seem, to clarify other doctrines, or to move the progress of the treatise forward. They are not themselves ever 
squarely the object of full-length consideration with the exception of intuitive knowledge in the fifth book of 
the Ethics. However, there is much that could be gleaned from each via a systematic study of Spinoza’s work. 
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engagement with this may prove fruitful for direct experience of Spinoza’s account of ratio 
in the following.23 Spinoza’s examples are as follows: 
From the Short Treatise on God, Man, and His Well-Being: 
To make this somewhat more clearly understood, we shall use an 
example taken from the rule of three. 
Someone has merely heard someone else say that if, in the rule of 
three, you multiply the second and the third numbers, and divide the product 
by the first, you then find the fourth number, which has the same proportion 
to the third as the second as to the first. And in spite of the fact that the one 
who told him this could have been lying, he still governed his actions 
according to this rule, without having had any more knowledge of the rule 
of three than a blind man has of color. So whatever he may have been able 
to say about it, he repeated, as a parrot repeats what it has been taught. 
A second person, of quicker perception, is not content in this way 
with report, but tests it with some particular calculations, and finding that 
these agree with it, he gives his ‘belief” to it. But we have rightly said that 
this one too is subject to error. For how can he be sure that the experience 
of some particular can be a rule for him for all. 
A third, being satisfied neither with report, because it can deceive, 
nor with the experience of some particular, because it cannot be a rule, 
consults true reason, which has never, when properly used, been deceptive. 
Reason tells him that because of the property of proportionality in these 
numbers, this is so, and could not have been, or happened otherwise. 
But a fourth, who has the clearest knowledge of all, has no need 
either of report, or of experience, or of the art of reasoning, because through 
23 Euclid’s proposition reads: “If four numbers be proportional, the number produced from the first and the 
fourth will be equal to the number produced from the second and the third; and, if the number produced from 
the first and the fourth be equal to that produced from the second and the third, the four numbers will be 
proportional” (VIIp19). Euclid, The Thirteen Books of the Elements: Vol. 2 (Books III-IX), trans. by Sir 
Thomas L. Heath (New York: Dover Publications, INC., 1956), 318. 
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his penetration he immediately sees the proportionality in all the 
calculations.24 
From the Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect: 
Suppose there are three numbers. Someone is seeking a fourth, which is to 
the third as the second is to the first. Here merchants will usually say that 
they know what to do to find the fourth number, because they have not yet 
forgotten that procedure which they simply heard from their teachers, 
without any demonstration. 
Others will construct a universal axiom from an experience with 
simple numbers, where the fourth number is evident through itself--as in the 
numbers 2, 4, 3, and 6. Here they find by trial that if the second is multiplied 
by the third, and the product then divided by the first, the result is 6. Since 
they see that this produces the same number which they knew to be the 
proportional number without this procedure, they infer that the procedure is 
always a good way to find the fourth number in the proportion. 
But Mathematicians know, by the force of the demonstration of 
Proposition 19 in Book VII of Euclid, which 21 numbers are proportional 
to one another, from the nature of proportion, and its property, viz. that the 
product of the first and fourth numbers is equal to the product of the second 
and third. Nevertheless, they do not see the adequate proportionality of the 
given numbers. And if they do, they see it not by the force of that 
Proposition, but intuitively, without going through any procedure.25 
From Book II of the Ethics 
Suppose there are three numbers, and the problem is to find a fourth which 
is to the third as the second is to the first. Merchants do not hesitate to 
multiply the second by the third, and divide the product by the first, because 
they have not yet forgotten what they heard from their teacher without any 
24 G I.54-55/C I.95-96. 
25 G II.12/C I.14-15 
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demonstration, or because they have often found this in the simplest 
numbers, or from the force of the Demonstration of P7 in Bk. VII of Euclid, 
viz. from the common property of proportionals. But in the simplest 
numbers none of this is necessary. Given the numbers 1, 2, and 3, no one 
fails to see that the fourth proportional number is 6--and we see this much 
more clearly because we infer the fourth number from the ratio which, in 
one glance, we see the first number to have the second. 
In my view, these three passages show a remarkable uniformity in Spinoza’s view that 
reveals he did not substantially change his position except in one important way. Beyond 
this, there are a few other relevant interpretational points that I will clarify insofar as they 
help parse the distinction between ratio and scientia intuitiva for the further determination 
of both. 
I will completely ignore the imaginative modes of perception as they are 
repetitively developed in these examples since 1.) there is no substantial development in 
their operation and 2.) they are not germane to the present object of inquiry. I will only say 
the following, which regards the general structure of the KV passage. In the KV example, 
each mode of perception is presented as a higher mode than the previous mode. In the 
Ethics and the TIE, the two imaginative modes are not ranked, and in fact, in the Ethics 
they are given in a different order. Regardless of the text, they are presented as equal 
epistemological failures, however useful they may turn out to be for merchants, etc. The 
purpose of this discussion is because the KV reveals a closeness between the second mode 
of imaginative perception, experientia vaga, and ratio. This “closeness,” I think, is not 
immediately apparent from the other works. The similarity is a result of their shared 
reliance on universal notions. Despite this commonality, though, the two modes of 
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perception are worlds apart. Experientia vaga uses individual cases to form universal 
notions, thereby making unjustifiable inferences. In this case, such a knower would conduct 
an experiment to test specific data, that is, he would find the procedure (of the rule of three) 
by trial. Although in this mathematical case this might still consistently guarantee the 
correct outcome (the fourth proportional), there is no way to justify a universal claim on 
the basis of particular cases or experiments, no matter how many are conducted. The most 
one could hope for is cogent, inductive argument supporting the application of the 
procedure. Hume’s famous example of the problem of induction is a case in point. From 
the observation of 100 white swans (and no swans of other colors) it is still unjustifiable to 
assume that all swans are white. Just because we have no experience with black swans does 
not mean black swans are fictional. Spinoza is well aware of this problem, which is why 
he denigrates the value of experience in philosophical research, considering it a form of 
imaginative knowledge. In short, a universal cannot be validly inferred from a host of 
particulars. 
However, reason also transcends the particularity of its subject matter to form more 
general notions. Reason, though, is an adequate, or at least useful, form of perception for 
philosophy. The differences between experientia vaga and ratio lie in the way this 
transcendence of particularity unfolds and the inference made on the basis of this act.26 
Whereas experientia vaga forms abstract universals on the basis of a determinate number 
of singular individuals, ratio comprehends the common properties shared amongst 
26 I think that this “transcendence” is another similarity between random experience and reason. Knowledge 
via signs provides no direct acquaintance; since there is no intimate familiarity, there is nothing to transcend. 
It is completely removed, which is not to say that images formed in its likeness are not still based on universal 
notions. Intuition, on the other hand, is intimate, immanent knowledge of the particular thing through its 
proximate cause. Far on the other end of the knowledge spectrum, transcendence of the object in question is 
yet again not a feature of perception. 
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individuals. “Man,” for instance, is an example of an abstract universal formed by the 
imagination out of many singular perceptions of different bodies all perceived as similar 
enough to lump into the same category.27 Reason does not form a category by abstracting 
from particular bodies but instead sees the properties that are inherent in all bodies.28 I 
suggest an engagement with the physical digression of 2p13 for more on what this might 
look like for Spinoza, at least with regard to the human body. The entirety of the Ethics 
can be read (from one useful perspective) as a thorough example of the power of Spinoza’s 
conception of ratio and the operation of useful common notions, especially insofar as it is 
presented geometrically. 
This naturally segues into a general discussion of the nature of ratio and the key 
development in its conception across treatises. Ratio, as it is properly understood via the 
language of the Ethics does not traffic in universals at all. Rather, it forms common notions. 
In 2p37-2p39 Spinoza formulates the nature of the common notion, thereby clarifying the 
nature of ratio. Subsequently, and immediately preceding 2p40s2 with which the present 
inquiry is fundamentally concerned, Spinoza criticizes transcendental and universal terms 
in 2p40s1, most likely to distinguish the universals formed by the imagination from the 
common notions formed by reason. When we reach 2p40s2 Spinoza is ready to present 
ratio as that which forms universal notions from the conjunction of common notions and 
the properties of singular things, and this is clarified in the example of the fourth 
proportional. When the mathematician understands the proportionality of the numbers on 
27 For more on this see 2p40s1. This discussion would seem to create problems for the notion of a human as 
Spinoza employs it throughout the Ethics. 
28 Put another way, the abstraction “Man” formed by the imagination exists only in the mind of the perceiver. 
It is not in any of the singular bodies from which it was abstracted. The common notions of reason, on the 
other hand, are of the properties of all singular bodies. The property endemic to all bodies, like a particular 
ratio of motion and rest, is of each singular thing, not from each singular thing 
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the basis of a proof/demonstration, then he does so from “the common property of 
proportionals,” or, in the language of the KV, the “property of proportionality.” In the TIE, 
Spinoza writes instead, “the nature of proportion, and its property, viz. that the product of 
the first and fourth numbers is equal to the product of the second and third.” Note that 
Spinoza’s phrasing in the TIE is revelatory of his earlier way of thinking on this issue. The 
nature/essence of proportion is separated from a specific property of proportion. In the 
Ethics and KV, though, proportion is the property of the numbers. The TIE makes it sound 
as if we learn something about the essence of proportion from a specific property of 
proportion, reflecting the way in which the TIE conceived of ratio, as outlined above. In 
the other texts, proportion, as the property itself, is a common notion relating to specific 
essences, but is not itself a singular thing with an inner essence. I believe that this shift is 
a result of Spinoza’s more developed conception of universals. In the Ethics, an adequate 
idea of a property of a thing is, in a sense, an understanding of that thing’s property as an 
instantiation of the common notion. At the same time, a common notion only exists as such 
by being a common property of singular things.29 On such a reading, the conjunction of the 
common notion and the adequate idea of a property of the thing is absolutely necessary 
since neither can be properly conceived without the other. The property of the thing can 
only be known as a property if reason forms a common notion that relates that thing to 
other things, thereby determining their shared nature. Conversely, the common notion can 
only be formed on the basis of an adequate idea of the property of the thing. 
Determining whether or not this is a vicious circle will take us beyond our present 
task, which is simply to determine the nature of ratio as sufficiently as necessary to 
29 Spinoza’s discussion on the nature of the will at the end of Book II (2p49s) is helpful in this regard. 
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understand the nature of Spinoza’s method and the essence of scientia intuitiva. I suggest, 
only for its relevance here, that a productive/valuable way of conceiving the relationship 
between these conjuncts is as a dialectical pair in which common notions and adequate 
ideas of the properties of things are reciprocally determining and clarifying. In my view, 
the unfolding of the Ethics, with its geometrical formalism and progressive accretion of 
adequate ideas of things, is the embodiment of the generative process of this dialectical 
relationship between axioms (useful common notions) and propositional content (adequate 
ideas of things). These propositions can become axioms, and these axioms and propositions 
conjoin to create new propositions in a creative display of the power of the intellect. 
I think it is fair to say that from the perspective of ratio, singular proofs can be 
viewed as example cases of the nature of specific common notions. For example, the 
fundamental property of proportionality can be used for any set of numbers. Euclid’s proof, 
here considered the proof revealing the force of true reason, does not make use of any 
numbers. Instead it provides an entirely formal account of the nature of proportion. 
Intuition, conversely, is an intuition of the specific numbers. Intuitive knowledge does not 
require any “art of reasoning,” a tool which is intimately tied to knowledge via properties 
and the common notions employed in relation to singular things. In a sense, intuition 
bypasses this art to grasp the specific proportion immediately. 
The intuiter may infer from the ratio of the numbers and may “see the 
proportionality,” but he does so “immediately” and “in one glance.” No reasoning process 
is necessary. No proof needs to be provided. Nevertheless, it is difficult to conceive how 
something can be both immediate and inferential. I think the best way to account for this 
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is the following. Since intuitive knowledge is knowledge of a thing’s essence,30 it 
understands what the thing is even if all its properties are not present/given. By knowing 
the thing “from the inside,” so to speak, intuitive knowledge can extrapolate its 
determination without recourse to common notions. The proportion of the given numbers 
is so obvious to the intuiter that the fourth number is “inferred” without hesitation. 
Tellingly, in the account provided in the Ethics, Spinoza asserts that for the 
“simplest numbers” anyone can see what the fourth proportional should be: “Given the 
numbers 1, 2, and 3, no one fails to see that the fourth proportional number is 6--and we 
see this much more clearly because we infer the fourth number from the ratio which, in one 
glance, we see the first number to have the second.” So, while this knowledge is inferential, 
it is an inference that does not require a formal reasoning process. 
A word of caution: on my view, the most mature Spinoza, i.e., the Spinoza of the 
late books of the Ethics, would say that, though all three of these mathematical examples 
provide a genuine portrayal of intuitive knowledge, the most developed and useful sense 
of intuitive knowledge is knowledge that self-consciously proceeds from God. Although 
there is a sense in which these immediate mathematical inferences follow from knowledge 
of God, the conscious awareness of our knowledge of God transforms the value of scientia 
intuitiva. Think of two individuals who both know the problem of the fourth proportional 
intuitively with regard to the numbers 1, 2, 3, and 6. Both proceed from a knowledge of 
God to an adequate idea of this proportion. Let us say, however, that only one of them is 
aware that this knowledge proceeds from a knowledge of God. It is this individual, I claim, 
30 The next section will further develop the nature of this inference. Put shortly, the inference in scientia 
intuitiva moves directly from an idea of the formal essence of an attribute of God, whereas the inferences of 
other modes of perception, including ratio, is mediated by other ideas. 
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that will have a greater share in blessedness on Spinoza’s account. This will be developed 
further in what follows. It also reflects the findings of the methodological proceedings in 
the TIE outlined in previous chapters. The self-reflective path of philosophizing is 
Spinoza’s key to both intuitive knowledge and intuitive knowledge of intuitive knowledge. 
The goal is not only to know God, but to know that one knows God. 
One final point from LeBuffe: “Whereas in reason we understand the causes of 
certain effects in virtue of understanding those effects first, intuition proceeds from the 
knowledge of a cause, God, to the knowledge of effect; whereas reason concerns the 
properties of things, intuition concerns the essences of things.”31 On the basis of this 
analysis, which is certainly agreeable, LeBuffe makes a further claim: “So understood, 
reason and intuition have similar objects, but reason is never complete. It is a means 
incrementally of acquiring the knowledge that God has, and that we might hope to attain, 
all at once, by means of intuitive knowledge.”32 Though there is an important sense in 
which LeBuffe’s assessment is correct, there is also a sense in which it misses the mark.33 
It is correct insofar as intuition adequately grasps the essence of things and reason does 
not. Reason can approximate this, by accumulating more information on the thing’s 
properties, but intuitive knowledge arises from the proximate cause itself, i.e., an attribute 
of God, therefore knowing the thing in its essence. In this regard, LeBuffe is correct. 
Despite this, I think this undershoots the power of intuitive knowledge. On my account, 
presented below, intuitive knowledge is not complete, if it is taken to be static knowledge 
31 LeBuffe, Spinoza on Reason, 96. 
32 LeBuffe, Spinoza on Reason, 99. 
33 I believe that this failure of LeBuffe’s interpretation is just the effect of his focus on reason. His discussion 
of intuitive knowledge is only present, so far as I understand, to make the nature of reason more evident, that 
is, it helps determine reason through negation. Intuition is “complete” in a way that reason can never be, 
especially as regards the essence of things. 
290 
of a thing’s essence. In fact, it seems that the process, depth, and creative potential of 
knowing things intuitively is infinite, dynamic, and continuously empowering.34 To know 
something as of God is to know it like God, which is to comprehend it as actively created 
by knowledge. This will be part of our discussion near the end of the chapter.35 
In summation, ratio proceeds “from the fact that we have common notions and 
adequate ideas of the properties of things.” Scientia intuitiva, on the other hand, “proceeds 
from an adequate idea of the essence of certain attributes of God to the adequate cognition 
of the essence of things.” Reason relies on common notions and ideas of properties. 
Intuition relies on ideas of essences, especially in the relation of those essences to God. 
The latter, therefore, seems to proceed via a material logic, whereas the former, ratio, 
proceeds via a formal logic. 
4.3 A SCHEMATIC ANALYSIS OF THE DEFINITION OF SCIENTIA INTUITIVA 
The following are the fundamental questions that will guide the remainder of this 
essay: what is it that makes the third kind of knowledge special? What is the nature of this 
extremely important, and yet bizarrely mysterious and underdeveloped form of 
knowledge? It is my view that by clarifying the nature of intuitive knowledge, we can 
34 A more complete account of how intuitive knowledge works would require an investigation of the conatus 
doctrine in Book III. Due to spatial limitations I cannot conduct this here. However, insofar as the essence of 
a singular thing is its conatus, and the conatus consists in the strife with which a thing seeks to increase its 
power of acting, the dynamic nature of scientia intuitiva makes it the form of knowledge that best 
supplements conatus, the essence of the human being. 
35 I should also mention that I think LeBuffe’s comments might also reflect an equivocation of Spinoza’s 
that is not clarified, eliminated, or refined until the Ethics. In short, I think we can read the mature Spinoza 
as defending the position that ratio and scientia intuitiva not only know things differently, but are applicable 
to different kinds of things. Ratio is concerned with the common notions that things share, i.e., properties. 
Scientia intuitiva, on the other hand, is concerned with the things themselves. 
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clarify the fundamental methodological questions that have been the target of this essay in 
its entirety. Additionally, I believe such an analysis reveals why a thoroughly developed 
methodology and epistemology is key to practical philosophy. That is, a single 
epistemological inquiry into scientia intuitiva is necessary for understanding the nature of 
Spinoza’s methodology and its practical upshot. Intuitive knowledge, in both theoretical 
and practical philosophy, as we noted at the outset, is a uniting force underlying all 
Spinozism. Though it has not received the proper attention, it cannot be ignored in the 
development of his doctrines without sacrificing something of the spirit of his philosophy, 
if not also the letter. I think a proper Spinozist should go so far as to claim that the split 
between theoretical and practical philosophy is an artificial split that fails to capture the 
union of will and intellect, ideas and their affective correlates. Spinoza’s claim at the end 
of Book II of the Ethics in 2p49c that “The will and the intellect are one and the same” is 
indicative of just how intellectual inquiry and matters of the heart are united in Spinoza. 
On this doctrine he writes: 
Insofar as it teaches that we act only from God’s command, that we share 
in the divine nature, and that we do this the more, the more perfect our 
actions are, and the more and more we understand God. This doctrine, then, 
in addition to giving us complete peace of mind, also teaches us wherein 
our greatest happiness, or blessedness, consists: viz., in the knowledge of 
God alone, by which we are led to do only those things which love and 
morality advise. From this we clearly understand how far they stray from 
the true valuation of virtue, who expect to be honored by God with the 
greatest rewards for their virtue and best actions, as for the greatest 
bondage—as if virtue itself, and the service of God, were not happiness 
itself, and the greatest freedom (2p49s). 
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It is my view that the unity of the will and the intellect is best exemplified by scientia 
intuitiva, an intuitive knowledge that is simultaneously a joyful perspective on our union 
with God. The self-conscious intuitive knower reconciles the supposed conflict between 
will and intellect via the realization that the conflict only ever existed from a faulty 
perspective. Just as in Aristotle, the virtuous person knows the good and wants to enact the 
good, in Spinoza, the power of ideas is such that the knowing and wanting are one and the 
same but only insofar as the individual has intuitive knowledge. 
To my mind it is paramount, then, to understand the nature of intuitive knowledge, 
and in what follows I provide a detailed schematic analysis of that nature. Though scientia 
intuitiva is most fully employed in Book V its initial presentation at 2p40s2 is enough to 
initiate an analysis. Here, as we have seen, Spinoza provides an initial definition of scientia 
intuitiva. This definition makes use of many concepts elucidated and employed throughout 
the first two books of the Ethics. This schematic analysis will function by explicating the 
nature of each of the key terms in the definition of scientia intuitiva to aid in the most 
fruitful, and intuitive, comprehension of the concept. 
The definition, as we know, is as follows: “(scientia intuitiva) proceeds from an 
adequate idea of the formal essence of certain attributes of God to the adequate knowledge 
of the essence of things” (2p40s2). 
To begin with, note the logical entailment in the definition. In proceeding from X 
to Y intuitive knowledge is inferential.36 However, as we saw above, this inference is not 
dependent upon an axiom, or common notion, deployed as a universal rule that mediates 
36 Where X = “adequate idea of the formal essence of a. certain attribute of God” and Y = “adequate 
knowledge of the essence of things.” 
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the relation of X to Y. Instead, X proceeds to Y via an instantaneous insight into the nature 
of Y as it follows from X. So, first, intuitive knowledge is inferential but it is an inference 
that occurs instantaneously, without employing the art of reasoning.37 
As we know, intuitive knowledge is a form of adequate knowledge. Thankfully, 
Spinoza defines an adequate idea at the outset of Book II: “By adequate idea I understand 
an idea which, insofar as it is considered in itself, without relation to an object, has all the 
properties, or intrinsic denominations of a true idea” (2d4). The adequate idea is like the 
true idea, but it makes no reference to the object of the idea (the body). It is, instead, an 
internal self-relation of the idea. So we know that intuitive knowledge consists in an idea’s 
adequate self-relation as idea and idea of idea in a form that mirrors the true idea, i.e., an 
idea in which the idea grasps the nature of its object, the body. Still, since the true idea is 
invoked in the definition of an adequate idea, to really know what an adequate idea is, we 
need to know what a true idea is, or, at least, we need to know the properties of a true idea. 
To know what a true idea is, it is necessary, first, to know what an idea is at all. I 
can only scratch the surface of this issue here. Spinoza defines idea in Book II: “By idea I 
understand a concept of the Mind that the Mind forms because it is a thinking thing” (2d3). 
The Mind is a thinking thing. Insofar as the thinghood of the Mind is singular, it is, 
according to Spinoza, something that is finite and with a determinant existence.38 
Therefore, the mind is a finite thing with a determinate existence that forms ideas. So since 
that is what thinking things do, and the human mind is a finite thinker, an idea, then, is any 
37 The subsequent sections of this final chapter strive, in part, to reconcile this apparent paradox 
38 To fully gather the knowledge inherent in the idea of intuitive knowledge it may also be necessary to fully 
discuss Spinoza’s mereology. Questions of finitude, singularity, and determination could be answered 
therein. Unfortunately the scale of such a project would require yet another monograph. This is perhaps the 
beauty of, and trouble with, scholarship of systematic thinkers. 
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formation of a thinking thing. The entirety of human mental life can be explained by, and 
reduced to, the action of ideas. Ideas are the modes of the realm/attribute of Thought so 
that minds are themselves ideas. 
What it means to think is not explained,39 but in 2p1 it is established that Thought 
is an attribute of God, i.e., God is a thinking thing. From Book I we know that God is “a 
being absolutely infinite, i.e., a substance consisting of an infinity of attributes, of which 
each one expresses eternal and infinite essence” (1d6). An attribute, also defined in Book 
I is “what the intellect perceives of a substance as constituting its essence” (1d3). To 
understand this, one must understand what substance, essence, intellect, and perception are. 
This, again, would take us too far afield, though most of these terms should be understood, 
at least in part, from our work with Spinoza in the TIE. To reiterate, though, in order to 
understand the adequate idea, we need to understand true ideas, which means we need to 
know something about what an idea is. We can be satisfied, in this text anyway, with the 
knowledge that an idea is the fundamental way in which the attribute of Thought articulates 
itself modally. Ideas are the concepts of a mind, which is itself a complex idea. We can 
also say, on the basis of this analysis thus far, that an idea is a determination of substance 
insofar as substance is expressed via the attribute of Thought. 
We still need to understand truth, though, to understand the nature of the adequate 
idea fully. Truth is a concept that does not receive a proper definition at any point in the 
Ethics. However, at 2p43s Spinoza writes, “truth is its own standard.” He goes one, 
39 For more on the attribute of Thought as a basic way of being, see below on the engagement with the nature 
of a true idea as it relates to knowledge of God. 
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No one who has a true idea is unaware that a true idea involves the 
highest certainty.40 For to have a true idea means nothing other than 
knowing a thing perfectly, or in the best way. And of course no one 
can doubt this unless he thinks that an idea is something mute, like 
a picture on a tablet, and not a mode of thinking, viz., the very act 
of thinking (2p43s). 
A true idea, then, is an idea known with certainty, that is, an idea that cannot be doubted. 
This is why, as we saw in the TIE, it is extremely important to obtain an adequate 
conception of the most perfect Being, God, because something can be known with absolute 
certainty only if God is known with certainty.41 True ideas, therefore, are known with 
certainty and have God as a proximate cause. To guarantee the truth of any idea, therefore, 
knowledge of God is prerequisite. 
Luckily for us, knowledge of God constitutes every human mind. At 2p47 Spinoza 
provides a demonstration attempting to prove that “the human Mind has an adequate 
knowledge of God’s eternal and infinite essence.” Of course, fully unpacking this would, 
again, be too tangential. The essential point is that men do already have this knowledge. 
The problem is that we nominally (and unfortunately) attribute “God” to something else, 
generally an imaginary, transcendent personality. The theoretical (and moral) tragedy that 
40 The fact that truth is its own standard explains why Spinoza does not provide a definition of it at any 
point in the Ethics. Since the failure to adequately define such an essential concept as truth would 
otherwise be too obvious an oversight for someone as cautious as Spinoza, I maintain that this must be the 
reason for its absence. 
41 As a side issue, the misrepresentation of ideas as “mute,” or “pictures on a tablet” is very elucidating. On 
my reading, this is extremely important for Spinoza’s theory of the self. There is no transcendental subject 
upon which representations are overlaid. They are not items on a conveyor belt (where the mind/self is the 
belt, unaffected by the ideas resting atop it. Ideas are, instead, the very life of the mind. The mind is an idea 
constituted and reconstituted by the ideas that form it. As I understand Spinoza in this passage, true ideas 
affect the mind in such a way that no other idea of the thing could cause it doubt. That is, the mind has become 
so possessed with, i.e., integrated with, that idea that it is impossible to doubt. 
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results from failing to identify the true God is that we neither realize our own basic 
knowledge of reality nor harness the power of this knowledge for our own gain. 
Proposition 47 (of Book II) is truly remarkable. Spinoza is not saying that only 
those individuals who have achieved the pinnacle of wisdom have adequate knowledge of 
God. The human mind, and therefore all human minds, have knowledge of God’s infinite 
and eternal essence.42 The trouble human minds have is with the recognition of this fact. It 
is, admittedly, difficult to recognize that one has knowledge of God if one does not know 
what it is that is properly called “God.” Recall, again, the aforementioned definition of 
God: “a being absolutely infinite, i.e., a substance consisting of an infinity of attributes, of 
which each one expresses eternal and infinite essence” (1d6). A true idea requires 
knowledge of such a being. Spinoza claims that we all in fact have this knowledge. The 
question remains how this is so. 
On the basis of the definition of an attribute, I venture that human minds have 
immediate intellectual perceptions of God’s infinite and eternal essence through the 
attributes of Thought and Extension. Since Thought and Extension are two attributes 
expressing the essence of God, the one absolutely infinite substance, they are irreducible 
ways of being. The positing of Thought and Extension as fundamental attributes of God is 
as close as Spinoza ever comes to relying on brute facts.43 We can explain how bodies 
move in Extension (as Spinoza does in the physical interlude in Book II), and we can 
explain how ideas interact in Thought (as Spinoza does throughout the later books of the 
42 In order to fully understand how this is so, I think a number of earlier propositions and definitions are 
extremely relevant. These include 1p21 (that anything following from the absolute nature of an attribute 
exists infinitely and eternally), 1p30 (that no intellect can comprehend anything outside of God’s attribute 
and affections), 2p3 (that the idea of God and everything that follows therefrom necessarily exists), and 2p5 
(that God is the efficient cause of all ideas). 2a2, “Man thinks,” is also evidently relevant. 
43 As I understand it, Spinoza does, strictly speaking, attempt a proof that Thought and Extension are 
attributes and that therefore they must be of God. 
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Ethics), but Extension and Thought elude this form of explanation. I take it that this is 
because, as attributes, they are the premises upon which all other explanations depend. This 
is not to say that Spinoza cannot argue for the necessity of attributes in his ontology, as he 
does in Book I. It is to say that the specific nature of these attributes cannot be derived.44 
They are immediately intuited or they are not. The very existence of a human being is 
testament to the intuition of Thought and Extension. This must be why, even though there 
is an infinity of attributes, human beings are only aware of two of them, cannot be unaware 
of them, and cannot form even the most paltry conception of any others.45 Since we are 
body and mind, and body and mind are of Extension and Thought, none of reality plays 
into human experience beyond these, and these are fundamental constituents of that 
experience. Though Spinoza is a famous monist (and the logic of his metaphysics does 
require a monist conception of substance) human experience is radically dualist. We are 
thinking beings, and we are extended beings. Though there is no priority granted to one or 
the other, there is also no reference point beyond them. In short, humans comprehend the 
objects of reality through reference to Thought or Extension. All commonalities amongst 
objects are reduced to these two attributes. Since these are fundamental expressions of the 
infinity of God (the one substance) our immediate intuition of Thought and Extension is 
our intuition of God. True ideas, then, as expressions of certainty about specific things, has 
some grounding in the attributes of God. As I understand it, true ideas, properly so-called, 
are of extended beings since these are the objects of ideas, i.e., the things perceived. 
44 As 1p21dem illustrates, that which follows from the nature of an attribute cannot inform us as to the 
absolute nature of the attribute but is, rather, informed by it. 
45 There is dispute in the literature as to whether or not an infinity of attributes actually means innumerably 
many. It could just mean “totality of,” which is how Bennett (1984) understands it. In this case attribute 
dualism is consistent with their infinity. 
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Adequate ideas, therefore, are ideas of our ideas of things and are therefore of mental 
things, i.e., beings of Thought. 
Scientia intuitiva, which “proceeds from an adequate idea of the formal essence of 
certain attributes of God to the adequate knowledge of the essence of things,” should be 
somewhat more understandable now (2p40s2). This form of knowledge is certainty of the 
nature of a thing on the basis of fundamental knowledge of the attribute of Thought (or 
Extension). Again, I think such knowledge of an extended thing would be more properly 
called true knowledge, not adequate. Though scientia intuitiva is defined in terms of 
adequate knowledge, I do not see any reason why it could not also be applied to, and 
rephrased in terms of, true knowledge, which is of the object of an idea, i.e., a body (an 
extended being). My supposistion for the reason Spinoza decided to formulate this 
definition in terms of adequacy rather than truth is because, as we will see, scientia intutiva 
consists in knowledge of essences, specifically formal essences. Extended beings seem, by 
definition, to be actually existing physical things. Therefore knowledge of their essences 
might also be considered ideal, or non-extended. This is yet another one of the many 
philosophical issues in Spinoza’s epistemology that must be more fully explored 
elsewhere. 
The most important aspect of this definition not yet analyzed is what Spinoza means 
by formal essence. Intuitive knowledge is knowledge of the formal essence of certain 
attributes. As we know from the TIE, for Spinoza there are formal and objective essences. 
The essence is simply what makes the thing what it is. Without an essence a thing can 
neither be nor be conceived. The essence is, at the least, a necessary and sufficient condition 
for the thing. Some commentators, like Bennett, for example, go so far as to claim that 
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there is no distinction between a thing and its essence, such that the language of essence is 
meaningless.46 Given that there appear to be two orders of reality in Spinoza--the eternal 
order of essences and the contingent order of existent things--I think the difference between 
the thing and its essence is very useful, especially insofar as the former is the concern of 
our lived experience (for the most part) and the later is the concern of our blessedness and 
highest knowledge. Spinoza could have written that intuitive knowledge proceeded from 
an idea of an attribute to that of a thing without making mention of essences. He did not do 
this. Instead, he explicitly mentions the formal essence of the attribute and the essence of 
the thing. This twofold mention of essence in the definition of a salvatory form of 
knowledge points to its crucial importance practically. The essence of essence cannot be 
ignored theoretically, then. 
Recall from the TIE that a formal essence is the thing itself in its eternity.47 Note 
that this ought to not be confused with the thing in the order of contingent beings. An 
objective essence, on the other hand, is the idea of the formal essence. Take the example 
of the human being. At one level, the body is the formal essence and the mind is the 
objective essence since the body is the thing itself of which the mind is an idea. On another 
level, the mind could be taken as a formal essence, and the idea of that mind would be the 
correlating objective essence.48 So knowledge of a formal essence is knowledge of the 
thing itself about which there is an idea. It is telling that Spinoza, though referring to an 
46 Bennett writes, “...it is clear what Spinoza meant to say: the essence of x is that property which must be 
possessed by x and cannot be possessed by anything else--it is a qualitative necessary and sufficient condition 
for something’s being x. (Spinoza’s definiens, which omits “property’ and ‘qualitative,’ implies that the 
essence of x is x, so that ‘the essence of’ means nothing.” Bennett, A Study of Spinoza’s Ethics, 61. 
47 At the risk of sounding overly Platonic, the essence of a thing certainly sounds like the form of that thing, 
the model the actual things in the shifting realm of our experience strive to realize. 
48 Recall the discussion of reflexive method in Chapters 2-3. 
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essence twice in this definition, only speaks of the formal essence of the attribute and does 
not qualify the essence of the thing. Let us assume that Spinoza is referring to the objective 
essence of the thing. If this is the case, then the inference is from immediate, constitutive 
knowledge of the attribute to knowledge of the idea of some mode of that attribute. I think 
that this is well-squared with his twofold use of adequacy, too, since the focus would 
remain on the formal realm of essences.49 But how could we move from a formal essence 
of an attribute to an objective essence of a mode of that attribute? The analysis has 
(hopefully) provided some insight as to why the grounding knowledge is in the formal 
essence of the attribute, but it is still unclear how we get from X to Y, i.e., from attribute 
to mode.50 
Although it the analysis is nearing completion, there is a further wrinkle in the 
definition of scientia intuitiva it is necessary to unpack.. How can one infer from the 
attribute to the thing, i.e., the mode? In other words, how, logically, can one progress from 
one ontological level (an immediate intuition of an expression of substance, attributes) to 
the other ontological level (modes, or particular things)? Here I present the view that this 
must be accomplished via an intermediary idea. This intermediary that transports the 
intuiter from fundamental reality to knowledge of a thing’s essence is a specific infinite 
mode: the idea of God, or the infinite intellect. 
49 Part of the reason for the trouble/confusion in this difficult interpretation may be that in the Ethics talk of 
formal and objective essences is not nearly as extensive as it is in the TIE. Instead, the focus is just on the 
difference between the order of essences and the order of existent things. An additional difficulty arises 
because Spinoza also holds the parallelism doctrine that the order and connection of ideas is the same as the 
order and connection of bodies. As I understand it, though, this parallel exists on both levels of reality: in the 
formal realm of essences and in the everyday realm of lived experience. 
50 There is certainly a tough metaphysical question for Spinoza regarding the passage from attribute to mode, 
or why the existence of modes is necessary at all. Though this question is intimately related to our current 
situation, I am simply working with a separate epistemological problem regarding how a knower can cross 
ontological boundaries from attribute to mode in adequate knowledge of essences. The following engagement 
with 1p16 could, from a different angle, also be terribly useful for answering this metaphysical question. 
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The idea of an infinite intellect is first expressed in 1p16: “From the necessity of 
the divine nature there must follow infinitely many things in infinitely many modes (i.e., 
everything which can fall under an infinite intellect.)” Spinoza’s demonstration is as 
follows: 
This proposition must be plain to anyone, provided he attends to the fact 
that the intellect infers from the given definition of any thing a number of 
properties that really do follow necessarily from it (that is, from the very 
essence of the thing); and that it infers more properties the more the 
definition of the thing expresses reality, that is, the more reality the essence 
of the defined thing involves. But since the divine nature has absolutely 
infinite attributes (by D6), each of which also expresses an essence infinite 
in its own kind, from its necessity there must follow infinitely many things 
in infinite modes (i.e., everything which can fall under an infinite intellect 
(1p16dem). 
This is yet another astonishing metaphysical doctrine from Spinoza: an absolute infinity of 
modes must exist on the basis of the fact that an absolute infinity of attributes must exist in 
accordance with the divine nature of the one substance. The epistemological corollary, in 
Spinoza’s intellectualist rationalism, is that an absolute infinity of modes are thoroughly 
intelligible. That is, not only is it the case that everything possible actually is, everything 
that is is knowable. 
In her essay “Spinoza’s theory of knowledge,” Margaret Wilson writes, “Another 
important feature of 1p16 is the explicit introduction (for the first time in the Ethics) of the 
concept of ‘infinite intellect.’ This reference to infinite intellect signals the fundamental 
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intelligibility of the generation of modes from the nature of substance.”51 Further, Wilson 
notes that the infinite intellect is used equivalently by Spinoza with the idea of God. The 
idea of God, i.e., the infinite intellect, is “conceived as an infinite mode of the attribute of 
Thought.”52 So the infinite intellect (idea of God) is of Thought. It is an idea of the Mind. 
According to 1p16, then, it is an idea through which all other ideas follow, (i.e., are 
conceivable), which means that all ideas refer logically/causally to this idea. The idea of 
God, i.e, the infinite intellect, is the cause of all other ideas. 
In 3 separate corollaries to 1p16, Spinoza notes that this means God is the efficient, 
immanent, and first cause of all things. Knowledge via scientia intuitiva is knowledge that 
proceeds from knowledge of an attribute to knowledge of the thing (of that attribute). In 
terms of the definition of scientia intuitiva in the Ethics, the idea of God is the idea of a 
being whose attributes are known to the intellect. Our finite intellect knows Thought and 
Extension.53 So the idea of God is perceived as God as Extended or God as Thought. The 
perception is an inference from knowledge of this attribute to knowledge of the thing. Note 
that this is all ideal, so the thing is known in essence, not in existence under duration. If 
the infinite intellect is just the idea of God, then it is an idea, then it is of Thought. So 
51 Margaret D. Wilson, “Spinoza’s theory of knowledge” in The Cambridge Companion to Spinoza, ed. by 
Don Garrett (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 93. 
52 Wilson, “Spinoza’s theory,” 133. 
53 As an aside, I find the immediate knowledge of Thought and Extension in the bifurcated human reception 
of the essence of substance is one of the only premises of Spinoza’s philosophy for which he makes no 
argument. Though there is an argument in Book I for the infinity of attributes, there is none (that I am aware 
of) that argues why Thought and Extension are two of those attributes. This dual-aspect theory (or attribute 
dualism) is extremely central to Sinoza’s metaphysics. Along with the distinction between the realm of 
essences and the realm of existences (contingent beings) I take it as one of two basic ways of perceiving 
reality on the Spinozist paradigm. Since these doctrines receive no proper argument in their support, whereas 
substance monism does, I think, in a certain sense, Spinoza is more fundamentally a dualist than a monist. I 
think this is certainly a reflection of the depth of his cultural/philosophical heritage. They are also, quite 
possibly, two important motivating doctrines for Spinoza’s use of a geometrical method. These ideas have 
been informed by my reading of Rorty’s Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature. 
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knowledge proceeds from the idea of an eternal and infinite essence to the idea of some 
mode conceived within it and known through it. 
Here is an important clue from Sect. 42 of the TIE: “....an idea must agree 
completely with its formal essence, it is again evident that for our mind to reproduce 
completely the likeness of Nature, it must bring all of its ideas forth from that idea which 
represents the source and origin of the whole of Nature, so that that idea is also the source 
of all other ideas.”54 In order for an idea to completely agree with the thing it is an idea of, 
and therefore be true/certain, it must refer back to the source of all other ideas, i.e., the 
infinite intellect, that infinite mode of God that constitutes the idea of God, which is itself 
of the attribute of Thought. 
What does it mean, though, for the idea of X (a singular thing) to be brought forth 
from the idea of God? Here are a couple ideas. First, to refer back to the idea of God, which 
is the idea of a perfect, necessary, absolutely infinite Being, is to remove all remaining 
doubt about that knowledge. It is to eliminate the trouble of the supreme deceiver that one 
encounters in the Meditations of Descartes. Sects. 79-80 of the TIE make this point. 
Secondly, if the idea of a finite thing is said to follow from the idea of an infinite thing as 
its immanent cause, then it must be the case that the infinite is within the finite, or, that the 
finite is an expression of the power of the infinite. What this reveals that ratio does not is 
the godliness in/of singular, finite things. 
At this point, all that remains in the analysis is to ask what this means and why it 
matters. Here I think it is helpful to draw attention to 1p29s wherein Spinoza makes his 
famous distinction between Natura naturans and natura naturata. The former refers to that 
54 G II.17/C I.20 
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which is an attribute of substance, i.e., an infinite and eternal expression of that substance. 
In other words, “God, insofar as he is considered as a free cause” (1p28s). The latter refers 
to whatever follows from God’s attributes, i.e., expressions of God’s infinity and eternity. 
This refers to modal reality, be it infinite or finite. It is not a free cause but rather a 
determined cause. The split between natura naturans and natura naturata is easy to 
identify as a hard dualistic rift in the nature of reality. There is the active force of nature 
and the passive acceptance of that force. There is nature as it is conceived as free, and 
nature as it is perceived as necessitated. There is substance (and its infinite expressions) 
and there are modes. In short, there are two ontological states and they are wholly separate. 
The gap, if you will, between substance and the modes that are said to follow therefrom 
requires some explanation. We know that modes follow from attributes of God, but we do 
not know how.55 
In my view, the best way to solve this conundrum is to deny that it exists, that is, 
to deny that there is a gap. To deny this is to make a radical claim about Spinoza’s monism, 
but it is one that allows the real population of the universe. It is to see natura naturans and 
natura naturata as two poles of one ongoing dynamic process, to see the activity of nature 
(natura naturans) as not only the efficient, but the immanent and proximate cause of the 
passivity of nature. Better put, we see the free causal power of God in its effects. Substance 
is known through its modes and its modes are known through substance, or the active is 
known through the passive and the passive is known through the active. In order for the 
active to be active, it must have something that it acts on, i.e., the passive. 
55 In a sense, 1p16 is an attempt to answer this question. 
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Practically speaking, the import of this is the realization that the free causal power 
of God lurks inside each of our finite intellects even as they must be situated within the 
passive side of nature.56 Intuitive knowledge is, then, the experience of the freedom of God 
and experiencing that freedom as one’s own. It is the way of “the union that the mind has 
with the whole of Nature”57 that so adamantly guides Spinoza’s philosophy. So while the 
intellect cannot be said to act like a free will, legislating things for itself, insofar as it 
understands things adequately, it knows things as they really are. It is always passive, but 
at its peak its passivity understands itself as such, that is, understands itself as open to the 
activity of the divine. When the intellect understands adequately via the third kind of 
knowledge, it reacts like an automatic “spiritual automaton.” It experiences its own action 
as the action of God working through it. This is not, as I see it, a pantheist (or panentheistic) 
claim. Nor is it the apotheosis of the human spirit. But it is the greatest good a human being 
can know. It is the experience of being moved by God and recognizing that fact. It is to 
know oneself as a receiver of truth and a vehicle for action. This, as we may recall, is the 
true good Spinoza seeks in the Proemium of the TIE. 
I think part of Spinoza’s intellectual therapy rests in the idea that this knowledge is 
affectively transformative. In other words, to know that the mind is a receiver of God’s 
activity is, to some degree, to reshape the mind, and to do so in an ethically powerful way. 
This fact is obscured by ratio in a way that it is not by intuition. Since ratio proceeds via 
the art of reason in which the knower achieves their knowledge through laborious strife 
that sort of knowledge is, in a sense, earned. It feels like the activity of the mind. Intuitive 
56 1p31: “The actual intellect, whether finite or infinite, like will, desire, love, and the like, must be referred 
to Natura naturata, not to Natura naturans. 
57 G II.8/C I.10-11 
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knowledge is different. It is instantaneous, even if on reflection it is inferential, i.e., entails 
logical movement. When the answer to a geometrical problem arises like a light going off 
in the head, or a jazz musician improvises an astounding solo, the experience can be one 
in which the mind feels like a conduit for ideas rather than as the master of those ideas. I 
suggest that such experiences are indicative of intuitive knowledge. 
To conclude this analysis, recall that scientia intuitiva proceeds from knowledge of 
the nature of an attribute to knowledge of a thing conceived under that attribute (where 
attributes are known to be of God). The mind and the body, in their grasp of Thought and 
Extension, modify things (including themselves) of their respective attributes in full 
knowledge that they do so as passive receptacles for the action of God. 
In what follows, I will expand on this admittedly unconventional interpretation of 
scientia intuitiva by engaging with A. Garrett’s work on the subject. After this, we should 
be able to make important concluding comments on the nature of Spinoza’s method in light 
of these findings. 
4.4 INSTRUMENTALITY AND CREATIVE POWER: AARON GARRETT’S 
INTERPRETATION AND BEYOND 
In the ultimate chapter of Meaning in Spinoza’s Method, Aaron Garrett provides, 
what is to my mind, one of the most unique and exciting readings of Spinoza’s mature view 
of scientia intuitiva. A. Garrett notes that “There are nearly as many interpretations of the 
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third kind of knowledge as there are interpreters of Spinoza,”58 and he is not wrong. Even 
so, his is one of particular uniqueness, at least on my interpretation.59 A. Garrett provides 
a detailed account of the third kind of knowledge that builds on the progressive 
advancement of knowledge from imagination to ratio, ending in an interpretation that 
gathers the “personal” nature of “intuitive science” by emphasizing the connection of the 
essence of the things to the essence of the human mind. Though Garrett’s theory is 
complicated and multi-layered, I want to focus solely on the aspect of it that I find most 
unique and elucidating in the scholarship: the idea of the instrumentality of the thing known 
via the third kind of knowledge, the knowledge of the maker and user.60 
To get to this point there are a few things to establish. The first thing on which this 
reading depends is the assumption that the human mind takes itself, insofar as it is eternal, 
as the adequate cause of the third kind of knowledge. That is, the mind knows itself to be 
the genesis of the formal essence of the thing known: “Thus the transition toward the third 
kind of knowledge is the recognition of how our minds are eternal in and through what 
follows from them.”61 This in no way conflicts with the knowledge that God is the 
proximate cause of the essence of the thing known via scientia intuitiva since, in this state 
of knowing, the finite human mind is united with the infinite mind of God. The greatness 
of the third kind of knowledge is solidified when we realize that this permits God, the 
58 Aaron V. Garrett, “The third kind of knowledge and ‘our’ eternity” in Meaning in Spinoza’s Method 
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 181-223. 
59 A. Garrett does not indicate that he thinks of his own theory as radical. In fact, he makes use of common 
early modern conceptions of knowledge, like Bacon’s, to justify his interpretation. It is presented in a 
studious, scholarly manner. Much of what I will be discussing in the following section is my interpretation 
of Garret’s interpretation of scientia intuitiva. I believe that Garrett is onto something very interesting, but 
does not expand upon it to the degree I would like. I do so here. 
60 Garrett’s assessment of scientia intuitiva is complicated. Again, my goal is not to provide a complete 
recapitulation and critique of his view, but rather to point to those aspects of his view that I find most fruitful 
and distinctive. 
61 A. Garrett, Spinoza’s Method, 211. 
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proximate cause of human essence, to be known immediately, immanently, and 
intrinsically. In knowing and perceiving in this manner, the human mind manifests its own 
essence. This produces both the highly desired intellectual love of God and self-esteem.62 
In short, the human mind is an active, productive force when it knows/perceives through 
intuitive science. This is our blessedness. This is our freedom. 
So the activity of the mind, which is manifest in scientia intuitiva, is the essence of 
the human mind. As we know, though, for Spinoza the mind is the idea of the body. The 
human mind is the idea of the human body. A specific human mind is the idea of a specific 
human body. We could also infer from this, then, that the activity of the mind corresponds 
to the activity of the body and that both are expressions of human essence. Because the 
mind is the objective essence of the body,63 and the formal essence of itself, intuitive 
knowledge of a thing is known only when the body is known and when that thing is 
conjoined, in some way, with the human body.64 In other words, when the human body 
62 The latter, self-esteem, is my gloss, and not included in A. Garrett’s discussion to my knowledge. 
63 Note that the language of an “objective essence” is not found in the Ethics, so the use of this term is on the 
basis of my reading of the TIE, the content of which I take to be strongly influential on the development of 
the Ethics. 
64 This is a complicated issue, and though the human mind is the idea of the human body, I think there is a 
reading in which we can meaningfully claim that the essence of the human mind is not the human body, that 
is, the essence of the mind is not the object it is the idea of. This possible interpretation gains traction, I think, 
if we borrow the language of the TIE regarding formal and objective essence. Recall that the formal essence 
is the object of the idea. The objective essence is the idea itself. So, the body is the formal essence of the 
human mind and the mind is the objective essence of the human body. However, as we know from our study 
of the formation of method in Spinoza’s TIE, the objective essence, i.e., the idea, can itself be taken as a 
formal essence of some other idea, that is, the idea of the idea. In the reflexive act, we are situated in the 
realm of ideas of ideas. The formal essence of the idea is captured by the idea of the idea. The formal essence 
of the idea could, then, be significantly different, in meaning or content, from the formal essence of the body. 
They are two different formal essences, even if they are linked to the same mode. Therefore, it is possible to 
claim that the essence of the human mind is different from the essence of the human body. Whereas the 
essence of the human body is appetite, the essence of the human mind is desire, i.e., appetite with 
consciousness (3p9s). Perhaps this goes some way to explaining Spinoza’s notorious proposition at 5p23: 
“The human Mind cannot be absolutely destroyed with the Body, but something of it remains which is 
eternal.” This is a controversial claim, especially given Spinoza’s strict naturalism, and interpreters are 
divided as to its meaning and implication. In the scholia to this proposition Spinoza writes, “Our mind, 
therefore, can be said to endure, and its existence can be defined by a certain time, only insofar as it involves 
the actual existence of the body, and to that extent only does it have the power of determining the existence 
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combines with something else, then the essence of that thing can be known intuitively. Just 
as we see that the human mind is conjoined to God when it knows via scientia intuitiva, 
the human body is conjoined to the essence of the thing in the same way: when it can 
express its essence in active relationship with that thing. When I pick an apple off a tree, 
eat it, and feel a mild stimulating effect from its natural sugars, I conjoin with that thing 
for the enhancement of my power of acting. In this way, the thing is known immediately, 
immanently, etc. Hopefully, A. Garrett’s idea of the instrumentality of the object of scientia 
intuitiva is beginning to come into view. Even if this relationship I have with the apple is 
clouded by imaginative beliefs about it, a properly emended intellect could see it for what 
it really is. 
This interpretation is also closely connected to the conatus doctrine, or the doctrine 
of striving. In Book III of the Ethics Spinoza produces this fundamental, highly powerful 
idea, which shapes the course of the remainder of the treatise enormously, and seems to 
introduce the life of the individual, particularly the human individual, into his grand 
metaphysical narrative. The conatus doctrine, presented at 3p6 and 3p7, states that all 
things in nature endeavor to persevere in their being: 
of things by time, and of conceiving them under duration” (5p23s). On the basis of this passage, as well as 
our interpretation, the sense of the mind’s eternity is as an idea of God, the thing that makes the idea what it 
is independent of the thing it is the idea of, the body. In short, the essence of the human mind, and the thing 
the mind is an idea of, are not the same thing. Possibly, the mind, as an idea of God, and divorced from the 
appetite that constitutes the human body, is nothing but pure consciousness independent of imagination and 
reason, very much a limited mode of the infinite intellect of God knowing through pure intuition. That said, 
as long as we exist in time and space, we can gain a better insight into the power of the mind by gaining a 
better understanding of the power of its object, the body. This is done best when we see the body 
combine/harmonize with other things to enhance its power. Despite all this, it should not be forgotten that 
mind and body are two ways of expressing one and the same mode, and therefore, from a certain metaphysical 
perspective, mind and body are the exact same being. Based on the reading below, I venture to make the 
claim that, even so, mind and body are different things, provided a certain definition of thing and an analysis 
of the creative power of the human mind. 
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P6: Each thing, as far as it can by its own power, strives to persevere in its 
being.65 
P7: The striving by which each thing strives to persevere in its being is 
nothing but the actual essence of the thing.66 
The “being” that a thing “strives” to maintain is not the extended duration of some 
corporeal stuff, but its essence.67 In Spinoza, we can meaningfully distinguish between the 
existence of an essence and the existence of an actual being. I take the aforementioned 
propositions to be referring to the “striving” to persevere in the existence of the essence, 
that is, the manifestation/actualization of the essence of the thing. Don Garrett’s use of the 
distinction between actual and formal essence is useful here: “Since a singular thing 
actually exists if and only if its actual essence does, we may also think of the actual essence 
of a singular thing as itself being the actualization or instantiation of the thing’s formal 
essence, and hence as that which renders the thing itself actual.”68 For D. Garrett, the formal 
essence of the thing is given when the actual thing is possibly instantiated, and the actual 
essence of the thing is given when the thing is instantiated. In both cases, as an essence that 
is possibly69 actualizable and an essence that is instantiated/actualized, the thing strives to 
65 G II.146.6-7/C I.498 
66 G II.146.20-21/C I.499 
67 I think any doubt about this may be resolved by Spinoza’s claim in the TTP that the honorable person 
would willingly die for freedom. In this instance, the existence of essence conflicts with the extended duration 
of that essence in actuality. The former is preferred by the free person, i.e. the person living his essence: “For 
people who know themselves to be honorable don’t, like criminals, fear death or plead to be excused from 
punishment; they’re not tormented by repentance for a shameful deed; on the contrary, they think it 
honorable, not a punishment, to die for a good cause, and glorious to die for freedom.” (G III.245.9-13/C 
II.350-351) Also of note is Spinoza’s famous claim at 4p67 that a free man thinks of death least of all.
68 Don Garrett, “Spinoza’s Theory of Scientia Intuitiva,” in Nature and Necessity in Spinoza’s Philosophy
(New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2018), 199-218.
69 Of course, the “possibility” of the actualization of the thing cannot refer to metaphysical possibility, given
Spinoza’s strict necessitarianism. Either the thing is instantiated or it is not. The “possibility” I assume Garrett
refers to is that of an essence that is not impossible to actualize, i.e., not a self-contradictory being.
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continue in its existence as an essence. It realizes its essence through the manifestation of 
properties that follow from that essence. Some of the expressions of human essence include 
active intellect, the intellectual love of God, and the third kind of knowing. 
Desire is the human essence, which is nothing other than the conscious experience 
of our appetite, or the idea of our appetite. I think we can infer from this that the human 
being fundamentally desires and seeks to persevere in this desiring. The theory of human 
psychology, as presented in Books III and IV of the Ethics form their own unique set of 
challenges and problems beyond the scope of the current essay. For this interpretive 
position on scientia intuitiva, it is most important to know simply that human essence is 
desire, and that desire strives to persevere in its essence. This speaks nothing to the nature 
of the desire, and experience tells us how varied and often misguided human desire can be. 
Just note the false gods of wealth, honor, and sensual pleasure that Spinoza disavowals at 
the outset of his philosophical quest in the Prooemium of the TIE. The point, it turns out, 
is not to overcome desire, but to overcome inferior desires, desires like the aforementioned 
that do not express human essence adequately. In the Prooemium Spinoza makes plain his 
desire for an everlasting, unflinching joy, and this is an unflappable motivator throughout 
Spinoza’s remaining work. 
In any case, the conatus doctrine entails a load of other incredibly interesting 
metaphysical questions. For the sake of our inquiry, the relationship of the conatus to 
intuitive knowledge needs to be integrated with the perspective of mind/body union 
Spinoza advocates as well as the connection of this mode to other modes. “A human 
conatus manifests its essence through interactions with other modes and by producing 
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effects in other modes as opposed to being effected by them,”70 writes Garrett. When I 
pluck the apple off the tree and take a bite out of it, my body interacts with the apple in an 
active manner that empower me, fulfills my desire, or, put another way, manifests my 
conatus. 
Though this example makes use of the play of a body imposing its desire on another 
body, i.e., manifesting conatus, the third kind of knowledge that arises is, properly 
speaking, caused by the mind, not the object of the mind (the body). Intuitive knowledge, 
then, is an ideal product of the idea of the body. While the body may be the formal 
(efficient) cause of a particular action on another body, the idea of that body (the mind) is 
the formal cause of the intuitive perception. A. Garrett writes, “Spinoza uses ‘formal’ 
cause, as a way of signifying that the mind is the efficient cause, but specifically insofar as 
the effect (the third kind of knowledge) is understood through this cause alone (and thus 
nothing external). Consequently the mind is the internal cause of the third kind of 
knowledge, through which the essences of the things – the ‘forms’ – grasped by the third 
kind of knowledge are fully explained.”71 In what sense can we say that the mind is the 
efficient cause of things? An idealist reading would be illegitimate because there is no 
sense, for Spinoza, in which the physical bodies of extended reality can be altered by the 
ideas of the mind in the realm of thought. The two things are entirely unrelated and are 
situated within different attributes of substance. The mind cannot be the cause of material 
reality. However, it can be the cause of the formal essence of things, and the third form of 
knowledge occurs when the mind recognizes itself as such: “Thus the transition toward the 
70 A. Garrett, Spinoza’s Method, 184. 
71 A. Garrett, Spinoza’s Method, 204. 
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third kind of knowledge is the recognition of how our minds are eternal in and through 
what follows from them.”72 
With this background on both the bodily and the mental contributions to intuitive 
knowledge, Garrett’s interpretation of intuitive knowledge as maker’s knowledge can now 
be directly engaged. The following passages which make consistent use of the example of 
a microscope, an intellectually transformative instrument of the 17th century, articulate A. 
Garrett’s interpretation of scientia intuitiva: 
IID7 emphasizes that finite determinate singular things can form complex 
individuals through being together the cause of one effect. A microscope or 
any sort of instrument seems to satisfy this. I and the microscope together 
as one individual are the cause of one effect, perceiving through the 
instrument. The microscope also enters into a ratio of motion and rest with 
me, and together we form a complex ratio of motion—this is precisely what 
makes an instrument instrumental as opposed to just a packet of matter 
conjoined with my body.73 
The microscope as microscope is individuated via its function of extending 
my mind and body, and the knowledge I have of its ratio of motion and rest 
(independent of its constituent matter), the formal knowledge of the essence 
of the artifact. This knowledge could be ultimately understood as ideas 
parallel to the ratio of motion and rest of the microscope (a sort of subratio 
to my general bodily ratio, elating and augmenting it but also subordinate 
to it and arising from it as an internal cause).”74 
72 A. Garrett, Spinoza’s Method, 211. 
73 A. Garrett, Spinoza’s Method, 221. 
74 A. Garrett, Spinoza’s Method, 222. 
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The microscope is a “determinate singular thing,” an individual with an essence of its own, 
i.e., something that can be known via the third type of knowledge. The way in which this
is possible is through the microscope’s relationship to the human user. When the user joins 
with the microscope to investigate some microscopic organism, the bodies unify insofar as 
they form a singular cause and produce a determinate effect. Neither the human eye nor 
the microscope can detect the microscopic life on their own. Only in unity can they cause 
this perception. This ability to join in causal power is, as Garrett says, what makes the 
instrument an instrument.75 When we use the microscope the goal is (presumably) to 
perceive something microscopic. When we use a guitar the goal is (usually) to make music. 
When we use a cup the goal is to drink. In each of these cases, we are not attending to the 
instrument that aids us in the production of a desired effect. We are attending to the effect. 
However, if we turn our attention to the instrument, then we see that we know it as an 
instrument, i.e,. through its ability to augment our experience and increase our power of 
action in the world. The essence of the microscope tells us what it is to be a microscope, 
which is to be a tool with a specific function, i.e., the perception of microscopic materials. 
Knowing what a microscope is means knowing how it works and what it is for. In other 
words, it means knowing it as a specific tool or instrument. It does not mean that we have 
to know much, if anything, about the material composition of the microscope. As we know, 
we have privileged access to our own bodies without needing scientific knowledge of the 
chemical and biological composition of our flesh. Take note of the following passage from 
near the end of the Ethics: 
75 A. Garrett only provides examples of human artifacts, but I think this definition of instrument allows for a 
more expansive population of kinds of things including products of nature, like the apple, the air we breathe, 
and the bodies of other humans. 
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And really, he who, like an infant or child, has a body capable of very few 
things, and very heavily dependent on external causes, has a mind which 
considered solely in itself is conscious of almost nothing of itself, or of God, 
or of things. On the other hand, he who has a body capable of a great many 
things, has a mind which considered only in itself is very much conscious 
of itself, and of God, and of things” (5p39s). 
Much of our scientific intuition of the essence of things relies on knowledge of a ratio of 
motion and rest, not the material constituents of the thing. This knowledge is not only 
available to the instrumentalist (the individual who possesses intuitive knowledge of the 
nature of the instrument), but also the maker. In fact, most of A. Garrett’s examples rely 
on the conception of the maker, which is too limited. A. Garrett, referencing Gaukroger, 
shows that an interpretation emphasizing “maker’s knowledge” puts Spinoza squarely in 
line with other giants of Early Modern philosophy, like Hobbes, Locke, and Vico, lending 
some historical evidence to the correctness of this interpretation. The knowledge of the 
maker, much like that of the instrumentalist, most directly (obviously) has the maker as a 
cause of the essence of the thing created. When I carve a sculpture or build an engine, the 
essence of the thing, their ideas, “are comprehended in an adequate idea that I (and others) 
have and they are understood through this idea.”76 Garrett explains, making use of 
Spinoza’s example of the idea of a candle from the TIE: “This or that candle, insofar as it 
is a candle and not made of this bit of wax or this or that color, can literally arise from me, 
or through knowing it I can augment my power through it, light a candle in a dark hallway 
so I do not fall.”77 Here Garrett shows, in one move, the unity in scientific intuition of 
76 A. Garrett, Spinoza’s Method, 219. 
77 A. Garrett, Spinoza’s Method, 219. 
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maker’s knowledge and instrumentalist knowledge, or user’s knowledge. In one instance 
the existence of the essence of the thing is the result of the action of the knower, maker’s 
knowledge. In the other case, the essence is similarly known through the ability of the 
knower to use the thing to enhance his power of knowing. Though they are different, both 
the maker and the user/instrumentalist know the essence of the thing qua thing (as opposed 
to mind-independent extended body) either through being the proximate cause for the 
existence of the thing, or through understanding the essence of the thing in its relation to 
human activity, i.e., understanding the use/function of the thing. 
I think that this interpretation hinges on a specific view of what a thing is generally, 
and not simply knowledge of the essence of specific things. Neither Spinoza nor A. Garrett 
defines this term. I think it is worthwhile to do so. Though I can only gesture at a complete 
philosophical account of thinghood here, a thing, as I understand it, is not identical to a 
mode. It is not a fundamental mind-independent entity that describes the basic nature of 
reality, like substance, attribute, and mode are. Instead, and in Spinozistic language, a thing 
is the content of the formal essence of an idea or idea of idea. That is, a thing is a body or 
a mind as it is in essence. It is not the mode as a unity of finite expressions of the same 
individual under multiple attributes. It is certainly not the appearance of the thing in 
contingent experience, defined by its phenomenal qualities or physical composition. A 
thing is defined by its relationship to the intuitive knower or the body of the intuitive 
knower. Spinoza’s philosophy, as I have mentioned many times, is a philosophy of 
immanence. A. Garrett writes, “An immanent philosophy teaches us to look at things in 
themselves via internal causes and not through external causes. Internal causal knowledge 
is the way that Spinoza wishes us to look at definitions, the propositions of the Ethics, God, 
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modes, and the world.”78 When we know something “internally” we know what it is to be 
that thing in the way our finite minds can know that. When we use an instrument we form 
a more complex body with it. If I walk with a cane, make competent use of chopsticks, hit 
the brakes in my vehicle, or even fill my lungs with fresh air, then I know what it is to 
know those things. 
The advantages of A. Garrett’s theory include the fact that (1) it shows the intimate 
connection of the thing known to the human body, (2) it permits the “population of real 
entities” in Spinoza’s universe (thereby avoiding the problem of “acosmism” attributed to 
Spinoza by Hegel), (3) it clearly distinguishes the third form of knowledge from the second, 
(4) it articulates a material logic based on the power of ideas, and (5) it shows how scientia
intuitiva is connected to human conatus, the intellectual love of God, and the state of 
blessedness. 
The intimate connection to the human body, i.e., the object of the human mind, 
guarantees the ability to grasp the thing “from the inside,” i.e., immanently in its in-most 
essence. From the first presentation of the modes of perception in the TIE through the 
Ethics, the emphasis on the immanent knowledge of the thing is a distinguishing element 
of the third kind of knowledge from the second. It squares cleanly with Spinoza’s entire 
rationalist and naturalist project, which could be fairly presented as entirely immanentist, 
even if lesser, more typical rationalist projects would find this conception of knowledge 
unrecognizable. . 
Additionally, A. Garrett’s theory allows us to view Spinoza’s human universe as 
populated with innumerable real entities. Given Spinoza’s monism (the doctrine that reality 
78 A. Garrett, Spinoza’s Method, 217. 
318 
is constituted by a single substance), the existence of real entities in Spinoza’s philosophy 
is a veritable scholastic problem.79 Hegel, for instance, famously interprets Spinoza’s 
system as one in which nothing finite truly exists and reality is reducible to God. In order 
to maintain the (desirable) reality of finite things in the universe, we need not focus on the 
metaphysics of Book I and the nature of the mode. Instead, we should focus on the essence 
of things as known by finite human minds as discussed in Books II and V. Here we see the 
legitimate possibility of knowing things through the third kind of knowledge. To know the 
essence of a thing, even in its relation to the human body or with God as its proximate 
cause, is to know a thing. If the world were not filled with real things, then we could not 
have knowledge of the essence of things. Knowledge of the essence of a thing is preserved 
on this theory of what that knowledge consists in, not of some kind of material substrate 
but in its relation to the human body. 
Such a conception of scientia intuitiva is also easily distinguishable from ratio, 
which works via a specific art/craft in its application of a specific class of universals, the 
common notions. Ratio is akin to the technical study of a craft for the eventual production 
of a result. Scientia intuitiva occurs when the apprentice has, in a sense, become a master.80 
Additionally, I tentatively propose that harmony (between knower and known 
object) is a useful way of thinking through the relational awareness, or mode of knowledge, 
that is intuitive science. For Spinoza, the concept of harmony captures the relational state 
between a body and another body when they come into union to magnify power (quite 
79 See Yitzhak Y. Melamed, “Acosmism or weak individuals?: Hegel, Spinoza, and the reality of the finite,” 
Journal of the History of Philosophy 48, no. 1 (2010): 77-92 
80 Remember, this does not have to be conceived in terms of an advanced art or science. It could also be 
something more mundane, like learning to use silverware or becoming a natural language user. There is a 
point where training transforms into intuitive play. 
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literally in the case of the microscope). In the realm of essences, this might be a pre- 
established harmony (à la Leibniz), but it the realm of real beings enduring the hardship of 
finite spacio-temporal limits and their corresponding minds, it is an achievement, an 
excellent state as rare as it is great.81 I think that the master craftsperson, the insightful 
artist, the extraordinary athlete, the saintly nurse, and the ingenious physicist, are all 
exemplars of scientific intuition when they are at work in their fields. In mastering an object 
of study, they harmonize with that thing. Their bodies are acclimated to the thing to such 
an intuitive degree that they can be said to know its essence. The greatest baseball player 
does not need to analyze the material composition of her bat to understand how to swing 
it, nor the musician his piano, the screenwriter their script, or the mathematician her 
numbers. But this sort of harmonization need not be limited to masters of a craft. When I 
eat healthy foods or take supplements, I harmonize with that thing, form a more complex 
ratio, and enhance my power of action. When the mind merges with something to become 
a more powerful, complex entity – be it an apple or a microscope – the thing is known in 
its essence. This does not mean that the knower has properly emended the intellect, that 
the true knowledge of the thing is not clouded over by inadequate ideas, passive affects, 
and confused beliefs, regarding the nature of the thing. The unique position of the 
philosopher, on this account, is that they are cognizant, through the implementation of the 
reflexive method via and analysis of the idea of ideas, of their scientific intuition, of the 
unity of mind with the idea of God, and the harmony of their bodies with the essences of 
things. 
81 The achievement of harmony amongst finite real beings, as opposed to the pre-established harmony 
amongst essences could go some way to explaining why the lover of God should not expect God to love in 
return. Love is a type of joy, and joy is a primary affect. Affects, for Spinoza, are transitions from one state 
to another. No such transitions can occur for God, who is essentially eternal. 
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I think this puts the philosopher in a uniquely privileged position amongst all human 
knowers.82 Only the philosopher realizes his own consciousness as a constituent active 
force in the appearance of the things in his universe. When mathematically gifted persons 
intuit the fourth proportional immediately (without reference to Euclid’s proofs or a 
standardized rule of thumb), then they perceive through the third kind of knowledge. It 
does not follow that they are necessarily conscious of the power of their own essence, or 
the idea of God, when they do so. The same could be said of the shipbuilder or the gymnast. 
The privileged position of the philosopher rests in conscious realization of what is 
happening during intuitive knowing. This realization is the product of the reflexive process 
of the method, i.e., of the system of ideas of ideas. When the philosopher is blessed enough 
to both know something via scientia intuitiva and know what it means to know in that way, 
then the philosopher acts freely through adequate ideas of an essence, but also realizes this 
act as the product of God. Therein lies the intellectual love of God. My claim is that to 
access this love, which extends beyond the (highly valuable) self-esteem we garner through 
free action, is only through ideas of ideas, reflexive knowledge, and the method that shows 
us how to enter into, and understand, the realm of reflection. 
4.5 THE INTELLECTUAL LOVE OF GOD IS GOD’S LOVE 
In his article, “The Intellectual Love of God,” Nadler writes on the distinction 
between ordinary love of God and the intellectual love of God. Though his discussion is 
couched in a more traditional interpretation of Book V and the third kind of knowledge, I 
82 On this assumption, insofar as other sorts intuitive knowers come to the same realization, they are also 
philosophers. 
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think it is helpful here. He writes, “unlike the ordinary love of God, the intellectual love of 
God is eternal. It is not a matter of the joy that arises from converting an episodic passion 
or inadequate idea into an adequate one, a process that occurs in duration. In the intellectual 
love of God, there is no passage from a lesser condition to a superior one”83 (306). This is 
different from the sort of love we have described, along with A. Garrett, in the instance of 
maker’s or user’s knowledge, in which combining with the essence of a thing, the body 
feels an increase in its power of acting. There are two things to be said about this that, I 
hope, reconcile these positions. First, when the body enters into relation with a thing and 
advances its power of acting through doing so, it is the relation of one body to another. The 
idea of the body (the mind), which has its own formal essence, could be so occasioned to 
appreciate its eternal relationship with God or it could not. It could recognize itself as an 
eternal essence within God, or it could simply be enjoying the passage to greater bodily 
perfection. Additionally, though I maintain that maker’s (and user’s) knowledge are 
legitimate instances of intuitive knowing, they may not be accompanied by the intellectual 
love of God. In order for these moments of intuitive knowing to be so accompanied, the 
knower must be able to recognize God as the cause. This means that the knower must 
already have clarified the idea of God. To transform moments of intuitive knowledge, the 
methodological process, which begins by taking the definition of God as its task, is 
imperative. Nadler continues: 
The intellectual love of God is not merely a remedy for the passions of 
which one might (or might not) avail oneself; rather, it is a fundamental 
feature of what the human mind is. And the pleasure that grounds this love 
83 Stephen Nadler, “The Intellectual Love of God” in The Oxford Handbook of Spinoza, ed. Michael Della 
Rocca (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2018), 295-313. 
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is not something that arises in a person as he pursues an increase in 
knowledge, but is generated from one’s appreciative contemplation of 
oneself, of one’s power of acting, and of the eternal cause of this. For this 
reason, it should be seen as a variety of self-esteem (acquiscientia in se 
ipsa), or the joy that comes as a person considers his own virtues or his own 
power of acting84 
The things that populate human reality are things of the human mind. We can see 
ourselves not merely as makers (and users) of candles, essays, and recipes, but also as 
makers of the world in which we, qua human, are immersed. By no means does the finite 
human mind produce external reality or any of the fundamental metaphysical categories of 
the world. However, as a complex idea of a complex body, the mind does provide an 
organizing schema for this external reality. It does produce things. In some sense, our 
minds are the basis for what we intuit, why we hear music rather than battering noise, read 
facial cues as emotional signals, and distinguish tables from chairs rather than drown in a 
“blooming buzzing confusion,” a vortex of indistinguishable particles. We are the makers 
of more than artifacts like shoes and cars. We are the makers of the meaning of our world. 
This interpretation extends beyond A. Garrett’s instrumentalist reading to claim that the 
philosopher could, in some sense, know that every meaningful thing in their world is a 
result of their own finite mind, especially as it is caused by God. This breeds a certain 
meditative respect and self-esteem, a way of looking at the world that’s empowering and 
enlightening, an intellectual love of God that is deeply personalized and human.85 In 
84 Nadler, “Intellectual Love,” 307. 
85 It is in this sense that the definition of God, as presented in Book I of the Ethics, is not the most powerful 
version of that definition possible, at least for the first-time reader of the treatise. As I claim in the previous 
chapter, it is a real definition, not a nominal definition or hypothetical definition. Still, it is presented in a 
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Spinoza’s list of the definitions of the affects that functions as an appendix to Book III, he 
writes, “Self-esteem is a joy born of the fact that a man considers himself and his own 
power of acting” (p3daXXV). The human mind is a finite expression/instantiation of God, 
and its recognition of itself as a creator of meaning in its finite perception is a reconciliation 
of the mind with itself and its world. 
Take the following passage from Ep. 32 to Oldenburg: 
I maintain that there is also in nature an infinite power of thinking, which, 
insofar as it is infinite, contains in itself objectively the whole of Nature, 
and whose thoughts proceed in the same way as Nature, its object, does. 
Next, I maintain that the human Mind is this same power, not insofar as it 
is infinite, and perceives the whole of Nature, but insofar as it is finite and 
perceives only the human body. For this reason I maintain that the human 
Mind is a part of a certain infinite intellect86 
This passage is significant for several reasons, not the least of which is that Spinoza claims 
that the only thing the human mind perceives, even as it is a part of an infinite intellect, is 
the human body. How, then, do we explain everything else that is part and parcel of the 
human world? The answer must be in its relationship to the human body. If the human 
mind only perceives the human body, then all the things that populate the human world are 
not the modes as they are “in-themselves” for the infinite intellect, whatever that may 
mean, but as they are in relation to the powers of the human body. All these things, from 
desks to dark matter, exist as they do because of the ways they conjoin with the human 
pre-personal environment, as a foundation building block of a realist metaphysical project, and it is not until 
much later in the Ethics that the reader gathers the personal essence of God’s essence. 
86 G IV.173a-174a.17-7/C II.20 
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body to form specific perceptions. The essence of any of these things could only be known 
to the human mind through the body. The body’s relationship to an instrument puts this 
fundamental fact of human perception into sharp relief. When I make an oil painting or use 
a drill, I am taking the things of my world and manipulating them to augment the power of 
my body. What this does not show, though, is that my body is already engaged in this 
creative process at a deeper, subconscious level. Everything that the human mind perceives 
is a result of its object, the body, and the powers of the body to create a world of things that 
exist solely in relation to it. The more we see this, the more we experience the intellectual 
love of God as Nadler presents it. 
Still, how could we claim that this intuitive grasp of the essence of things through 
their relationship to the human mind (and God) is scientific? If we can only get to the third 
kind of knowledge by passing through the second kind of knowledge, as so many 
interpreters are keen to point out, it would seem that there is a rigorous epistemic process 
of acquisition for each new essence grasped through scientia intuitiva. I think, though, that 
there is a way to avoid this. Once the philosopher labors through the Ethics, understands 
the nature of reality, the essence of God, the relationship of the mind and body to the 
essence of God, and the essence of the mind and its powers, then we can see the rest of 
reality, and the real beings that populate it, through the lens of that knowledge. I know the 
elegant flowers in the arboretum as of God, the terrors of brutal war as of God, and the 
vastness of the universe as of God and of the power of my own mind. Our intellectual love, 
self-esteem, and blessedness is part and parcel of this way of knowing. It does not avoid 
the strict requirement to pass through ratio. It shows that Spinoza’s path in the Ethics, from 
the nature of God to the nature of the human mind is not simply the result of an 
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anthropocentric bias. It shows that if we are to know anything in the best way we can, we 
have to know ourselves and what it means to know as a human mind in full expression of 
itself. 
When the intellect is properly emended, feeling, perceiving, and knowing are all 
revealed in their fundamental unity, as the intellectual love of God, the state of blessedness, 
and intuitive science. In a sense, this is what was always at hand, grounding the necessity 
of human experience. In another sense, this is the rarest of achievements that, according to 
Spinoza, only the select few will ever accomplish. It is a process of removing obscurants 
to see oneself for what one truly is, not the image of some anthropomorphic deity, but a 
part of the living intellect of an absolutely infinite creator. Not as a special member of 
God’s chosen people, but a small element of God himself. It is to see oneself as an active 
participant in the free (and necessary) creation of the world. To be blessed is to recognize 
this truth, to take that awareness and act so as to magnify one’s power of action through 
courageous and noble pursuit, and to love ourselves, each other, and God’s creations as if 
we were directly responsible for them. In more than one way, we are. 
4.6 REFLECTIONS ON METHOD REDUX 
In these final two sections of the final major chapter I want to conclude by making 
some remarks that should clarify the project, its ramifications for a systematic reading of 
Spinoza’s philosophy, and how we should understand his methodology. Wolfson’s seminal 
text in Spinoza studies, The Philosophy of Spinoza, is subtitled “Unfolding the Latent 
Process of his Reasoning.” In a much different way, and with great emphasis given to 
methodological and specific epistemological concerns, the effort of this essay has been to 
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do just that. I have sought to make explicit the latent process of Spinoza’s methodological 
and epistemological development such that we can reread Spinoza in a new light. By 
providing a step-by-step reenactment of the logic of the TIE, emphasizing the embodied 
nature of intuitive knowledge, and articulating the process of Spinoza’s reasoning through 
self-conscious reflection on the progress of the method (and its philosophical entailments) 
I have sought to illuminate a basic intuitive vision of reality underpinning Spinoza’s 
philosophy. This vision is easily glossed over, or obscured, by emphasis on the geometrical 
method and its rigid, formulaic chain of logical entailments. Restoring this vision--seeing 
it as the hand guiding the geometrical/synthetic method rather than guided by that method- 
-rehabilitates the Spinoza of the Prooemium, the thinker ultimately concerned with the
experience of a fundamental good, or lasting joy.87 A. Garrett lucidly points out that at 
5p31s Spinoza seems to indicate that, at this late point in the Ethics, one is beginning to 
understand things in their eternity, “as we have done up to this point.” Spinoza, in this very 
bizzare passage, seems to be making the claim that there is a sense in which we already 
know things in their eternity. What the philosopher would be doing, then, is transforming 
that knowledge by making it accessible to conscious perception. This intuitive knowledge 
that worked behind the scenes through the entire movement of the geometrical method and 
its rigorous, ratio-based art of reasoning, finally emerges as the power undergirding the 
possibility of any of this mental labor. 
87 I am not claiming that this Spinoza is not also apparent in Book V of the Ethics, amongst other places, but 
in the Prooemium of the TIE he appears in unvarnished simplicity as a desirous ground for all further 
philosophical research. The goal is to restore the vision of that ground throughout any philosophical project 
so that it is consistently adjoined to every conceptual labor. It is to make the labor, once more, a labor of love. 
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In his own remarks on methodological procedure in the generation of original, 
constructive theory, Roberto Mangabeira Unger writes the following in his early work, 
Knowledge and Politics: 
The need to deviate from logical analysis compels us to prefigure that other 
and more complete sort of explanation to which we have aspired, and which 
must constitute the cornerstone of another theory. If it were possible to 
summarize the tactic in a single counsel, that would be to imitate in bad 
faith the great Spinoza, rejecting his logical method as the necessary 
condition of speculative thought, but using it as a ruse by which to advance 
beyond our present state.88 
It is unimportant whether the theory Unger hopes to prefigure has anything in common 
with a Spinozistic theory post-geometrico. Unger’s point is that Spinoza’s “logical 
method,” i.e., the synthetic method,89 is not the “necessary condition of speculative 
thought.” However, it is still worth imitating because of the appearance of such necessity. 
In other words, there is potentially an expression of philosophical inquiry superior to, or at 
least other than, an inquiry based on the logical/synthetic method. Unger hypothesizes that 
the best way of arriving at such a theory is through the “bad faith” adaptation of the logical 
method. Unger’s idea is to bust out of one paradigm of thought into another by taking the 
former to its absolute limit, revealing its inner contradictions and convincing minds that 
will only be persuaded by such means. 
88 Roberto Mangabeira Unger, “Introduction” in Knowledge and Politics (New York, NY: The Free Press, 
1975), 1-28. 
89 As far as I can tell, logical method (or analysis) as Unger understands it extends much wider than the 
synthetic/geometrical method, but the latter is the purest, most crystalline form of the former, thereby making 
Spinoza the logician par excellence. The logical method, for Unger, is that which dictates the movement of 
speculative thought via causal explanation and logical connection. 
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Unger writes that this would be adopting Spinoza’s method in bad faith, but what 
if Spinoza adopted the method himself in “bad faith”? In other words, could Spinoza have 
thought of the geometrical/synthetic method as a gateway to another way of thinking, one 
that does not operate in a strictly deductive, systematic manner? Although the evidence for 
this is so scant as to make the question itself highly speculative, I think there is cause to 
think he did. Strictly speaking, I do not think it is fair to say that this means he was using 
the method in “bad faith,” if that means he refused to confront fundamental epistemological 
facts or that he intended to deceive his audience (or himself). What I mean to suggest is 
that Spinoza may have been full--or, at least, partially--aware of the trappings and 
limitations of such a formal method. He may have had the sense that the geometrical 
method was a tool for its own transcendence. 
The reason for thinking this in the study of the third kind of knowledge. If the whole 
of the Ethics can be read in line with the second kind of knowledge, ratio, as a series of 
abstract entailments according to a logical order of operations, then this does not leave 
much room for scientia intuitiva, the very form of knowledge upon which blessedness rests. 
It is completely unnecessary that the reader of the Ethics ever perceive via scientia intuitiva 
in order to understand the truth (or falsity) of the propositions deduced therein. In fact, 
ratio seems to be the prevailing guide for the geometrical method, as is evinced by the 
nature of the method and the forms of knowledge detailed above. Ratio, whose value is 
importantly upgraded from the TIE to the Ethics, operates via a system of common notions. 
There is not space in this essay to provide a detailed analysis of the common notion, 
but we can say that they are abstract relations that organize commonalities amongst 
individuals. Deleuze is very helpful on this issue. He writes that a common notion is “the 
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idea of a composition of relations between several things”90 and presents a close connection 
between reasoning and the application of common notions. Ratio, on Deleuze’s reading, 
amounts to two things: “1. An effort to select and organize good encounters, that is, 
encounters of modes that enter into composition with ours and inspire us with joyful 
passions (feelings that agree with reason); 2. The perception and comprehension of the 
common notions, that is, of the relations that enter into this composition, from which one 
deduces other relations (reasoning) and on the basis of which one experiences new 
feelings.”91 Deleuze’s emphasis on the affective and bodily registers of the issue may be 
very useful in a full study of the impact and power of Spinoza’s ideas, but for us the focus 
on relation, combination, composition, deduction, and comprehension is key. The common 
notions are associated with a deductive system of inference that takes a set of essential 
individuals and puts them into productive relation via the perception of their common 
features. This is precisely how the synthetic method works in the Ethics. It follows a 
normative sequence of “events,” or propositions, in which useful truths are expounded and 
organized toward a practical aim. It does this through a technical, logical structure 
presented in the geometrical manner. On this view, the geometrical appearance of the 
Ethics is nothing more than a formal technology adapted for the sake of clear, consistent, 
uniform argumentation from proposition to proposition, binding the arguments together in 
an impeccably organized whole. Although there is a serene mathematical beauty to this 
approach, there is something rather alien and cold about it that might prevent us from 
viewing it as the ultimate style of philosophical presentation. 
90 Gilles Deleuze, “Spinoza’s Evolution (On the Noncompletion of the Treatise on the Intellect)” in Spinoza: 
Practical Philosophy, trans. Robert Hurley (San Francisco, CA: City Light Books, 1988), 110-121. 
91 Gilles Deleuze, “Index of the Main Concepts of the Ethics” in Spinoza: Practical Philosophy, trans. Robert 
Hurley (San Francisco, CA: City Light Books, 1988), 44-109. 
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A case can be made that a more “intuitive” approach to the subject matter of the 
Ethics appears in the scholium, appendixes, and prefaces, i.e., those elements that are not 
strictly part of a geometrical style but appear in the Ethics nevertheless. These passages 
provide Spinoza’s acerbic wit, heartfelt joys, and clever turns of phrase. Additionally, 
numerous examples, and, occasionally, extremely important philosophical information is 
located in these non-geometrical segments. For instance, as we have repeatedly noted, the 
notion of the various kinds of perception, or modes of knowledge, appears in 2p40s2. As 
such, the forms of knowledge are not the product of genuine deductive argument. Given 
the extreme importance of imagination, reason, and intuition over the course of the Ethics 
this simple fact proves that non-geometric components can play an integral role in the 
advancement of Spinoza’s supposedly geometrical philosophy. This is not to claim that 
Spinoza’s deductive/synthetic/geometrical method is farcical. Far from it. It is simply to 
point out it’s dependence on non-deductive elements. Awareness of this fact is alone 
sufficient for extending our appreciation of what the method of the Ethics actually is. 
Though to my knowledge he does not associate these two competing strains of the 
Ethics with the two adequate modes of knowledge, Deleuze is again helpful here. He 
sketches a hypothetical account of “two Ethics” in Expressionism in Philosophy: 
There are thus as it were two Ethics existing side by side, one constituted 
by the continuous line or tide of propositions, proofs and corollaries, and 
the other, discontinuous, constituted by the broken line or volcanic chain of 
the scholia. The first, in its implacable rigor, amounts to a sort of terrorism 
of the head, progressing from one proposition to the next without worrying 
about their practical consequences, elaborating its rules without worrying 
about individual cases. The other assembles the indignation and the joys of 
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the heart, presenting practical joy, setting out the practical struggle against 
sadness, expressing itself at each point by saying ‘such is the case.’ The 
Ethics is in this sense a double book.92 
Deleuze’s point is well taken. There do seem to be competing strains at work in the Ethics: 
the “terrorism of the head” of the demonstrations and the “volcanic chain” haphazardly 
constructed in various scholia. In one sense, it is as if Spinoza cannot contain himself to 
the inhuman summits of strict geometry, but in another it is like he repeatedly puts before 
himself the Herculean task of reformulating his most deeply held intuitions in the strictest 
mathematical garb. In my view, though, it is a step too far to claim that the Ethics is a 
double book formed by two discrete ways of writings “existing side by side.” In fact, it is 
this rise and fall, or back and forth, that makes the Ethics a single, and singular, book.93 
All in all, the Ethics, the TIE, and Spinoza’s latter works (discussed momentarily 
in the “Conclusion”) express a variety of styles of philosophy. Even within the Ethics, 
though, the reign of ratio is suspect. Though it might appear as the dominant mode of 
perception prima facie, closer reflection reveals intuition as the hidden hand guiding 
Spinoza from his original dissatisfaction with the trifles of everyday life to his emphasis 
on the intellectual love of God in pursuit of blessedness. If anything, ratio is the means by 
which intuition is transformed into intuitive science, or in affective terms, the means by 
which desire is fulfilled to eternity in intellectual joy. 
92 Gilles Deleuze, “Appendix: A Formal Study of the Plan of the Ethics, and of the Role of Scholia in its 
Realization: The Two Ethics” in Expressionism in Philosophy: Spinoza, trans. Martin Joughin (Brooklyn, 
NY: Zone Books, 1990), 337-350. 
93 There are also many instances in which genuine arguments are advanced within the scholia, undermining 
the rigid duality Deleuze imposes on the book. 
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4.7 THE SPIRIT OF SPINOZA 
In light of this interpretation, I think the version of Spinoza that Novalis felt 
compelled to describe as “God-intoxicated” announces itself as the most spiritually honest 
version of the philosopher. Though Spinoza handled and developed a geometrical method 
with great care, like none other in the history of philosophy, he was not, like his great 
rationalist peers Descartes and Leibniz, a logician or mathematician. His proofs often have 
holes or inconsistencies. The cast of his mind was always routed to the greatest practical 
ends, as the title of his opus, Ethica, so loudly speaks. 
These “practical ends,” consist in the union of mind with Nature (or God), with the 
spiritual fulfillment of growth in appreciation for God, and the love of life. “All things 
excellent,” he writes in the closing lines of the Ethics, “are as difficult as they are rare” 
(5p42s). The rarefied heights of the Ethics are available only for the intrepid, and their 
value does not consist in machine-like understanding of the order of operations but the 
feeling of empowerment, the becoming of one’s blessedness. This blessedness, I claim, 
consists in the intuitive knowledge of the nature of things, with an insight into the 
individual’s own mind as the creative, infinite harbinger of understanding. If this runs 
parallel to the deductive movement of ratio, still it is higher. It is a self-conscious godliness. 
The result is to see things for what they are, and to provide divine meaning to the world in 
which we reside. If Spinoza is successful, then the dispassionate caricature of his 
philosophy could not be farther from the mark. The goal is, more than anything else, to fall 
in love with the world around us with which our freedom is so completely intertwined. 
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CONCLUSION: 
OPENING SPINOZA’S SYSTEM 
P37: The good which everyone who seeks virtue wants for himself, he also desires for other 
men; and this Desire is greater as his knowledge of God is greater.1 
5.1 WHAT IS THE ETHICS TO SPINOZA? 
While it is undeniable that Spinoza is a systematic philosopher, radically more so 
than most, the typical assumption is that the Ethics is his system of philosophy.2 It is, I 
think, more likely that the Ethics is merely a portion of what Spinoza might consider a 
systematic and complete philosophy. The Ethics is a central part of a complete 
philosophical system, but a part nonetheless. Though it begins with the deduction of the 
idea of God, which is a ground for all further philosophy, it says nothing of what leads to 
the possibility of the necessary establishment of that ground, nor does it deal with the truth 
of method. It ends with an intellectualist account of the good life, leaving (more or less) 
undeveloped the political implications of this philosophy, as well as any further aspects of 
a total system. Of course, the assumption here is that Spinoza is concerned with 
systematicity, especially as it regards philosophy. However, to my knowledge, Spinoza 
nowhere presents a definition of philosophy, nor does he anywhere show concern for 
discovering such a definition. So, the precise question of whether or not there is more to 
“philosophy” than what is presented in the Ethics might be mute for Spinoza. Certainly, 
though, there is more to rational and scientific knowledge, as well as the good life, as 
1 G II.235.12-14/C I564-565 
2 Often this assumption goes unstated. Viljanen (2011) and Garrett (2003) accept it, as far as I can tell. 
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Spinoza’s unfinished TIE and his political philosophy and theology (in the TTP and TP) 
prove. Ignoring the question of the definition of philosophy, then, and its supposed 
systematicity, it is still evident that the Ethics is neither a complete account of essential 
theoretical information on metaphysics, psychology, etc., nor a functional and totalizing 
guidebook for practical action. It is not an encyclopedia, and it is not scripture. That said, 
the Ethics, as is obvious to those who are familiar with it, covers immense ground, is 
applicable to wide swaths of philosophical and practical discourse. It is unquestionably the 
centerpiece of Spinoza’s philosophical achievement. The question remains, then, as to what 
the exact function of the Ethics is in Spinoza’s wider search for everlasting joy and its 
corresponding development of scientific knowledge. 
Over the course of the Ethics, the movement from the definitions on the most 
fundamental ontological categories in Book I to the nature of the blessed man in Book V 
shows a logical movement from the most general to the most specific. The scope of the 
book narrows radically from the nature of God (or Nature) to the nature of a specific, very 
rare, kind of human individual. The plot of the Ethics, if one can call it that, consists in a 
developmental story of the blessed, individual, human mind. The stages of development 
(in rough outline) move something like this: from an account of the nature of God, 
including a plenary universe of expressive attributes and innumerable modes, to the nature 
of singular minds, to the origin of human affects, to bondage by way of imagination, and 
finally to freedom, blessedness, and activity. Seen in this light, I think the Ethics has a 
singular purpose, one that reflects the young Spinoza’s singular desire as stated in the TIE: 
“the knowledge of the union that the mind has with the whole of Nature.”3 In the 
3 G II.8.26-27/C I.11 
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developmental process of the Ethics, its own strange sort of bildungsroman, the connection 
between the mind and Nature (or God) is center stage.4 In fact, the protagonist of this story, 
the blessed man, does not even make an appearance until the final chapter. Rather than 
taken as something given from the outset, the state of blessedness is something achieved, 
and it is achieved through a logical development from the grandest ontological category, 
substance (God), through stages of greater determinacy. The story of the Ethics is the 
detailed causal history of the essence of the blessed man. 
Seen in this light, I think we can take the Ethics in its entirety to be an act of the 
third kind of knowledge. Recall the description of intuitive knowledge from 2p40s2: “this 
kind of knowing proceeds from an adequate idea of the formal essence of certain attributes 
to the adequate knowledge of the [formal] essence of things.”5 If the Ethics is successful, 
it is a specific instance of said knowing because it begins with the attempt to adequately 
know substance and its attributes and then attempts the same for singular things in general, 
finally proceeding to human nature and the perfected human nature, blessedness. Put 
differently, the Ethics does in fact advance from the essence of attributes, and specifically 
the attribute of thought, to the essence of the finite human mind.6 As an instance of scientia 
intuitiva, the Ethics is its own example of the nature of this knowledge. The purpose of the 
Ethics, then, is to enact the truest form of knowledge in accordance with a properly ordered 
4 From this perspective, it is also clear why Spinoza adopted the geometrical manner of presentation. This 
method presents the order and connection of ideas more clearly than any other, however difficult the 
reconstruction of that reasoning may be. If the story of the Ethics is that of the mind’s connection with Nature, 
then a manner of presentation that documents each step of that connection deductively reveals that union 
with no ambiguity or confusion. It grants the mind clear access to its own knowledge of God, or it provides 
a thread of development that is easy to trace through the reflective process. 
5 G II.122.17-19/C I.478 
6 This is not to say that the method of the Ethics does not make thorough use of axioms, i.e., common notions, 
which are products of reason and therefore associated with ratio. The relationship between ratio and scientia 
intuitiva, especially insofar as the latter might be a special case of the former through its dependence on 
common notions, is outlined in the previous chapter. 
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method for the sake of understanding the mind’s connection to Nature and its resulting 
power of acting. It is not a complete system of philosophy, but an inferential deductive 
chain of reasoning on the essence of the human mind. As such, it is merely a part of the 
world of scientific knowledge. Practically speaking, though, it is the most important part. 
It is central. It is focal. But it is not total.7 The next task for Spinoza, upon the completion 
of the Ethics, is to decide where to go from here. 
5.2 INTERPRETATION OF SPINOZA’S SYSTEM OF PHILOSOPHY: 5pref & 4p18s 
At the end of the Ethics Spinoza famously writes, “If the way I have shown to lead to these 
things now seems very hard, still, it can be found. And of course, what is found so rarely 
must be hard. For if salvation were at hand, and could be found without great effort, how 
could nearly everyone neglect it? But all things excellent are as difficult as they are rare.”8 
Despite its difficulty and rarity, it is this blessedness that is the goal. I think it is clear that 
insofar as one can meaningfully speak of teleology in Spinoza’s system it cannot be a 
teleology in nature independent of the human mind. The universe is not building to some 
culminating moment in time that justifies and accounts for world history and prehistory. 
There is no narrative, no “point.” If there is a telos, it is for specific finite human minds. 
This goal is that of excellence, virtue, blessedness, the increase in power and joy, the 
7 Actually, since Spinoza views reality as totally intelligible, anything could be known intuitively. If 
everything follows from the formal essence of an attribute, which it does, then everything could be known 
by the third kind of knowledge. For a finite human mind as it endures a small spacio-temporal duration, 
complete knowledge is impossible. This also shows that the knowledge of the human mind is an infinitesimal 
part of complete divine knowledge. But complete knowledge is not the goal. Continuous joy is the goal. 
8 G II.308.23-27/C I.617 
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intellectual love of God, etc., i.e., the actualization of essence.9 The goal of the Ethics is 
the clarification of, and outline of the path to, this ultimate anthropic goal. As such, I think 
it is fair to claim that the Ethics, especially insofar as it is an act of scientific knowledge, 
is a step toward blessedness. A thorough understanding of human nature through its causal 
history makes an individual more blessed. Of course, understanding that alone is rare 
enough. Spinoza emphasizes the rarity of the attainment of blessedness by ending his 
masterpiece on that very point.10 If one wants to follow the Spinoza of the Prooemium of 
the TIE in the quest for this lasting joy, the knowledge of the union of the mind with God, 
then one must be willing to dedicate, determine, and discipline oneself in an endless 
striving toward its attainment, despite the fact that the promise land, so to speak, is not 
guaranteed, and despite the fact that it is an arduous intellectual journey. 
Here, the point I want to emphasize returns to the experience of the reader of the 
Ethics, and on this matter, I can only speak for myself. My experience upon the completion 
of a first reading of the Ethics is not one of total enlightenment. I expect this is the case for 
all non-delusional readers. Though I did feel as if I read and grappled with an important, 
beautiful, and (to some extent) true philosophy, I did not have the sense of having 
“achieved” blessedness on the arrival of 5p42. One does not become the rare bird of 
Spinoza’s fantasy simply by reading Spinoza. I do not think Spinoza could possibly have 
thought that the process of writing and/or reading, or even understanding in detail, the 
Ethics, was the key to the attainment of blessedness. Although I think it is of great benefit, 
9 For an original and insightful discussion of teleology in Spinoza see Valterri Viljanen, “The meaning of the 
conatus doctrine,” in Spinoza’s Geometry of Power (New York: Cambridge University Pres, 2011), 105-144 
10 I think that it would be impossible, on principle, to specify precisely how rare that goal is. However, a 
quick survey of human nature and civilization, from Spinoza’s perspective, is enough to prove that most 
people are so far removed from virtue and intellectual love as to almost guarantee the rarity of this 
achievement. Presumably one ethical principle for the generous or noble soul is to make this achievement 
less rare and more accessible to a greater number of people by engaging in the life of the mind and politics. 
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one does not become virtuous by reading a book, not even one as powerful as the Ethics. 
The curious mind that comes to this book (or any book, for that matter) with the hope of 
becoming a great sage upon its completion will part with it as a less optimistic and less 
capable person than the uninitiated because of the misguided expectation.11 Even if the 
Ethics shows the way to virtue, and is therefore an essential prologue or starter kit for 
virtue, it is not the way itself. This claim is not meant in any way to denigrate the power or 
value of the Ethics. Just as we can think of the investigation of method in the TIE as a 
propaedeutic to the formation and understanding of the Ethics, so we can see the 
philosophical content of the Ethics as a propaedeutic to the possibility of the blessed life. 
Spinoza claims to have shown the way that leads to excellence, not dispense pure 
excellence itself. It is not even the way of excellence itself but rather the way that leads to 
excellence itself. I interpret this to mean the following: if one reads, understands, and is 
compelled by the Ethics, then one knows where to begin on the path to excellence. Just as 
the TIE is propaedeutic to the Ethics, the Ethics is propaedeutic to the way of blessedness. 
The Ethics is the long, arduous, and difficult road that ends with the beginning of an even 
longer, more arduous and difficult road: the road of blessedness. It is no wonder, then, that 
excellence is so rare. Rare is the person who even glimpses its shadow. 
This line of thinking lends itself, at least to my mind, to a natural question: what 
else, then, is necessary for the attainment and execution of this rare, but intrinsically 
valuable, state of being we call “blessedness”? What does this second road consist in? Here 
I would like to suggest a tentative reading of Book V of the Ethics, and on the whole of 
11 I make this claim because such a reader is likely to feel more hopeless in the endeavor to virtue and 
therefore less likely to attempt challenging work in its pursuit. 
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Spinoza’s thought, based on a passage from the preface to this book. Book V, “On the 
Power of the Intellect, or on Human Freedom,” opens with the following paragraph: 
I pass, finally, to the remaining Part of the Ethics, which concerns the 
means, or way, leading to Freedom. Here, then, I shall treat of the power of 
reason, showing what it can do against the affects, and what Freedom of 
Mind, or blessedness, is. From this we shall see how much more the wise 
man can do than the ignorant. But it does not pertain to this investigation 
to show how the intellect must be perfected, or in what way the Body must 
be cared for, so that it can perform its function properly. The former is the 
concern of Logic, and the latter of Medicine.12 
The power of the intellect, as the very title of Book V indicates, is human freedom and 
freedom is one name for the ultimate goal: blessedness. Intellect is the power of the mind 
and must continuously be cultivated for the enhancement of individual human excellence. 
Indeed, this has been the story of this essay, i.e., the enhancement of the intellect as the 
enhancement of life. Fittingly, the subject of the final book of Spinoza’s Ethics is on that 
power of the mind, the intellect, which liberates us from bondage. I think that the preface 
to Book V is a place for very careful interpretation. The final part of the Ethics is not a 
source via which one will become liberated from bondage simply by having read it. It is 
not an account of everything that deepens the individual connection to God through the 
third kind of knowledge. It is, rather, an account of the schema of the fundamental nature 
of that relation. It is not to be read merely as the end of the Ethics but as the beginning to 
the high road to freedom. It provides us with the tools we need to get to that road, as well 
12 G II.277.8-16/C I.594 
340 
as the reflective capacity to know when we are on it. It imparts to its reader reflexive 
knowledge for the formal situation of knowing via scientia intuitiva. Book V is not the 
place wherein one gains all the necessary tools for understanding how to become liberated, 
but it does show what those tools are. It is, rather, a geometrical presentation of the powers 
of the intellect,13 that is, the aspect of the mind that permits greater freedom concurrently 
with its own perfection. What one should expect, then, is to gain an understanding of what 
this power consists in, to be able to recognize this power in oneself. Book V grants us this 
recognition, and it is this recognition that helps us see what separates the wise man from 
the ignorant. 
If Spinoza is successful in this book, then his reader should be able to recognize the 
distinction between the wise and the ignorant through their understanding of the power of 
the intellect. Knowing that in which the intellect consists reveals its distinctive character 
and distinguishes it from the wily imagination. Understanding what the wise man is, 
though, and becoming the wise man, are not the same. Understanding the power of the 
intellect and perfecting that power are not the same, either. Spinoza writes explicitly in this 
passage that the perfection of the intellect is the business of logic. Care for the body, a 
necessary action for the perfection of said intellect, is the business of medicine. If anything, 
the end of Spinoza’s Ethics is merely the beginning of his system of philosophy, one in 
which the primary concerns will be logic and medicine. Spinoza’s tree of knowledge 
stretches upward from the Ethics toward logic and medicine, but also spreads seed back 
down to more fertile soil since certain logical capabilities are necessary for undertaking the 
Ethics to begin with. Just as the TIE can be seen as an introduction to the Ethics, a more 
13 This makes it all the more problematic that Spinoza never provided a genuine definition of the intellect. 
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systematic and developed treatise on method and logic could be what follows from the 
Ethics, almost as if the Ethics and its methodology and logic form a feedback loop of 
continuous enhancement, reappraisal, and growth, like trees and their seeds in a fruitful 
reproductive, evolutionary process. The pathway of freedom includes, at least, knowledge 
of logic and medicine. 
At this point we would be remiss to forget the list of the six fields of knowledge 
Spinoza deems necessary for the achievement of his end. Recall these as they are presented 
in the opening pages of the TIE. The following is my paraphrase from Chapter 2: 
1. The nature of Nature insofar as it aids in the attainment of the desired end.
2. The formation of a society that allows as many to achieve this nature as “easily
and surely as possible.”
3. Moral philosophy and pedagogy.
4. Medicine
5. Mechanics
6. A method for healing and purifying the intellect
In Chapters 2-3 we dealt with item #6: the method for healing and purifying the intellect. 
This method was required for the construction of the Ethics and is the subject matter of the 
TIE. Logic, it seems to me, is the project of perfecting the intellect after its purification. 
Medicine, at #4, is also included. 
Now, I suggest that the Ethics is the great endeavor to understand item #1 on the 
basis of item #6. The Ethics lays a foundation for an understanding of the connection of 
the mind to the whole of Nature, or God. It shows the human mind to be a finite mode that 
exists in and through the power of substance. This still leaves item #’s 2-5: politics, 
pedagogy, medicine, and mechanics. Note, though, that these items are listed prior to the 
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purification of the intellect and the great endeavor to understand the mind through its causal 
history and connection to Nature. As such, I think we should take this merely as a 
preliminary list of necessary fields of inquiry, not as an achievement of incontestable 
understanding. Still, logic, medicine, and politics (as we will see shortly) are all included 
in the Ethics, to one degree or another, as points for further scientific inquiry.14 
If philosophy is the love of wisdom, then I think we can see how logic and medicine, 
not only in their systematic scientific development but also in their practical enactment, are 
essential parts of a complete system of philosophy. By means of logic the mind exercises 
and develops the capacities of the intellect, just as medicine (which I read here to mean the 
study of physical well-being), exercises and develops the capacities of the body.15 
Together, in a strong body and mind, the individual can become the wise man, i.e., free, 
i.e., blessed.16
If this is the case, it may seem odd that Spinoza’s next foray in scientific thought 
was not into medicine or logic but rather politics. This could be due either to personal 
interest or intellectual capacity. It could be that Spinoza thought others were better 
14 I will make no further mention of pedagogy or mechanics, but I think that we could see the benefits for 
those fields of the results of inquiry into #1 and #6. The moral edification of the youth is only possible if their 
teachers have moral knowledge, and that moral knowledge, it would seem, is dependent on an intellectual 
understanding of the mind’s relation to the whole of Nature. This assertion may be further complicated by 
Spinoza’s portrayal of Jesus in the TTP, but that investigation will have to wait. Secondly, mechanical 
knowledge is benefited by understanding the proper order and connection of things, which #6, as well as 
logic, helps one accomplish. 
15 Even though it is in the perfection of the intellect that we continuously become blessed, this should not 
come at the expense of the body. In fact, the opposite is true, and the development of bodily capacity seems 
to be an inherently important aspect of Spinoza’s philosophy. Note, for instance, 5p39: “He who has a body 
capable of a great many things has a Mind whose greatest part is eternal” (G II.304.31-32/C I.614). This, I 
think, is an underappreciated aspect of Spinoza’s mind/body unity. Recall our engagement with this subject 
in Chapter 4. 
16 Another central doctrine of the Ethics that was not developed in this essay is mind/body parallelism in the 
Ethics. Understanding this doctrine is crucial to this investigation but, again, would take us too far afield. 
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equipped at medical inquiry.17 I do not think this is the reason, though. For someone as 
committed to order and systematicity as Spinoza, I think there is a very good philosophical 
reason why Spinoza turned to political inquiry. Some of this may have to do with particular 
historical circumstances, but it can also be read as a logical consequence of the orientation 
of Spinoza’s philosophy. This passage from the preface to Book V is as good a place as 
any to understand Spinoza’s turn to the political during the writing of the Ethics. Amidst 
its composition Spinoza broke off writing for the interim period during which he wrote the 
TTP instead. After completing this and returning to the Ethics in its wake, Spinoza again 
got explicitly political in the late writing of the (incomplete at the time of his death) TP. 
Although it may at first seem strange that this turn to logic and medicine first requires a 
sustained engagement with political (and religious) philosophy, I think that this is actually 
relatively easily understood. 
To do this, let’s return to 4p18s. Spinoza writes the following: “Since reason 
demands nothing contrary to nature, it demands that everyone love himself, seek his own 
advantage, what is really useful to him, want what will really lead man to a greater 
perfection, and absolutely, that everyone should strive to preserve his own being as far as 
he can.”18 From this it is not too difficult to see why logic and medicine are of the utmost 
17 I should also note the point that one can do logic and medicine, as well as a great many other things, 
without having undertaken the labor of the Ethics or any investigation of modes of perception. Certainly, 
there are real scientific, logical, and mechanical achievements by those who do not know the true nature of 
reality or the mind’s connection to that reality. Nevertheless, the connection of these discourses to this more 
fundamental, practical knowledge, allows for their entanglement with a “metaphysics of blessedness,” as 
Garrett would put it. Grounding this research on the basis Spinoza provides helps one recognize not only the 
truth and falsity of claims in logic, medicine, mechanics, etc., but also the affective dimension of that 
knowledge. One understands it as a part of the divine substance. One feel’s the intensification of one’s own 
power of acting by understanding the connection amongst these various parts. This is the power of Spinoza’s 
systematicity. In other words, it is not that the true findings of biological inquiry, for instance, are less real 
or true if they are not grounded in Spinoza’s system of philosophy. However, they may very well be less 
connected to the good life, the power of acting, the feeling of freedom, and the larger metaphysical 
understanding of the world. 
18 G II.222.18-22/C I.555 
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value, if they provide the perfection and care Spinoza claims of them in the preface to Book 
V. They are directly useful for the strengthening of intellect and body for the preservation
and empowerment of the individual. They are, in short, practices that are directly 
responsible for freedom. This may not yet seem to indicate at all the importance of politics. 
Another section of 4p18s does so: 
Again, from IIPost. 4 it follows that we can never bring it about that we 
require nothing outside ourselves to preserve our being, nor that we live 
without having dealings with things outside us. Moreover, if we consider 
our Mind, our intellect would of course be more imperfect if the Mind were 
alone and did not understand anything except itself. There are, therefore, 
many things outside us which are useful to us, and on that account to be 
sought. 
Of these, we can think of none more excellent than those that agree 
entirely with our nature. For if, for example, two individuals of entirely the 
same nature are joined to one another, they compose an individual twice as 
powerful as each one. To man, then, there is nothing more useful than man. 
Man, I say, can wish for nothing more helpful to the preservation of his 
being that that all should so agree in all things that the Minds and Bodies of 
all would compose, as it were one Mind and one Body; that all should strive 
together, as far as they can, to preserve their being; and that all, together, 
should seek for themselves the common advantage of all.19 
Unlike God, finite minds like ours cannot help but be inextricably interrelated with that 
which is external to ourselves. Since this is the case, we are necessarily limited, passive, 
and, to one degree or another, in bondage. The best way to release ourselves from this 
19 G II.222-223.33-14/C I.556, emphasis added 
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bondage and increase our freedom and power of action is by existing in a world that is 
more hospitable and less hostile to what we are.20 The best way to do this is by entering 
into a human community. This cannot simply be any human community, though, since 
there are innumerable examples of disturbing and contemptible social “orders” that do 
more to limit and tyrannize the members of that “order” as anything else. Humanity’s 
ability to treat itself hatefully and despicably is too well documented to require any further 
defense of the view that political situations often end in greater bondage than freedom. 
A community worth striving toward must be a community based on mutual 
agreement in human essence. Insofar as Spinoza conceives of the path to freedom as one 
that requires the development of the capacities of the intellect (and the body), and that 
freedom, or blessedness, is the ultimate goal, then the human community that best enables 
its individuals to do logic and medicine, to philosophize, is the greatest political society.21 
20 Of course, “what we are” is complicated. We are not merely “rational animals” and most of us most of the 
time are driven by our imagination, not ratio or scientia intuitiva. This means that we often imagine things 
to be to our benefit, and the benefit of others, that are not in truth beneficial, but often harmful. People seek 
to form political societies and communities on the basis of what they think is in their best interest, rather than 
what would genuinely make them free. This, I think, explains why the ideal political situation is endlessly 
elusive. 
21 It is my view, following Negri, that Spinoza realized the importance of political life to philosophy during 
the writing of the Ethics, perhaps during Book IV. Upon this realization he undertook the project of the TTP, 
a bold and beautiful inquiry in biblical hermeneutics and a defense of pseudo-liberal, enlightenment values. 
Negri develops his thesis in his (highly original) monograph, The Savage Anomaly. According to Negri, the 
writing of the Ethics occurs in two important stages. These stages are severed by an “interruption in the 
system,” that is, Spinoza’s writing of the TTP and temporary cessation of the Ethics. Negri claims that the 
historical fact of Spinoza’s hiatus from the Ethics from 1665-1670 in order to write the TTP is indicative of 
a rupture in, and reconstitution of, Spinoza’s metaphysics, especially as it regards the inclusion of politics: 
“It is obvious that this chronological caesura will not leave things as they were before. When work on the 
Ethics is taken up again, the horizon will be enlarged, and the political material (with all the wealth that it 
represents for passional and ethical life) will be recuperated in the metaphysical discourse. But recognizing 
this is not enough. After this recognition, in fact, the Ethics cannot be read in any way as a unitary work, 
considering the interruption of the Theologico-Political Treatise as merely a parenthesis. Here, instead, we 
find ourselves faced with an interruption that is a refoundation” Antonio Negri, “Interruption in the System,” 
in The Savage Anomaly: The Power of Spinoza’s Metaphysics and Politics, trans. Michael Hardt 
(Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press: 2016), 97. Without taking a tangential, albeit edifying, 
diatribe on issue of whether Negri is correct in claiming that there is any “refoundation” in Spinoza’s system 
through the event of his political theory, I think it is safe to say that for Spinoza, a man who took a cautious, 
346 
Not only this, but if we see that we live of necessity in human society, and could hardly 
survive (let alone experience anything resembling freedom) outside of such a society, then 
it is essential to critically assess that society, its culture, religion, political institutions, etc. 
The reason for this proto-critical theory is the impetus to liberation, here viewed as the 
freedom to philosophize. For Spinoza, restrictions on the freedom to philosophize are not 
just restrictions on one’s leisure time or ability to contemplate the forms. Restrictions on 
this freedom are restrictions on blessedness and therefore restrictions on freedom itself. A 
community that permits this freedom is necessary. A community that endorses this freedom 
is optimal. Unfortunate political situations may enforce the rarity of blessedness all the 
more than any failing solely attributable to an individual citizen, so the establishment of 
political society that protects and promotes the right to philosophize is paramount. 
Practically speaking, it is prerequisite to the way of blessedness. 
Though this may sound like a purely self-interested motive for living in a good 
political society, note that Spinoza does not seem to see an interest in benefiting oneself 
and benefiting others to be at odds. Note the quote that opens this chapter: “P37: The good 
which everyone who seeks virtue wants for himself, he also desires for other men; and this 
organized and systematic approach to work and life, it would be out of character to take the political excurses 
of the TTP was merely a passing obsessional project rather than an integral part of the system. Of course, if 
I hold myself to Spinoza’s epistemological standards, this assumption of mine is the product of experientia 
vaga and does not have the sort of validity that true knowledge requires. Nevertheless, a detailed and 
instructive account of the precise nature of the place of a “metaphysics of politics” in Spinoza’s system is an 
issue too involved to tackle adequately here. Here, I only want to show that the detour to political inquiry is 
an important one for the advancement of the system, particularly toward the possibility of the blessed life. I 
totally agree with Negri on the following, then: if the completion of the Ethics is interrupted (for many years) 
in order to write a radical theological and political work, then it does reveal the centrality of this politico- 
philosophical study to Spinoza’s overall project. I tentatively agree with the following: “Stating that politics 
is a fundamental element in the Spinozian system, therefore, is correct, but only keeping in mind that politics 
itself is metaphysics. It is not a decorative addition, but the soul of metaphysics. Politics is the metaphysics 
of the imagination, the metaphysics of the human constitution of reality, the world” (97). 
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Desire is greater as his knowledge of God is greater.”22 For Spinoza, the blessed seeks 
blessedness for his brethren as well, not only for his own advantage (for surely one is less 
troubled by other do-gooders than troublemakers) but for their advantage. Not only that, 
but as 4p37 states, this desire increases with increased knowledge of God. From this I think 
we can safely infer that the more one knows God, the mind in its connection to God, and 
the singular things that follow from God, the more one is concerned with the political 
situation and the liberation of the mind from tyranny, not just for oneself, but for all human 
kind.23 This, I think, shows that Spinoza’s engagement with political philosophy is not only 
an important programmatic prelude to the perfection of the intellect via logic, but is also 
an ongoing activity of leading the blessed life. 
5.3 A SUMMARY ACCOUNT OF THE TRAJECTORY OF SPINOZA’S SYSTEM 
In brief, the following seems to me an accurate account of the general trajectory of 
Spinoza’s system of scientific knowledge, according to the correct order in which 
knowledge is sought. First, one must clarify the practical desire for knowledge, i.e. the 
desire for constant, unvarying joy. This leads one away from the trifles of the world (lust, 
wealth, repute, etc.) and toward philosophy. Then one seeks to establish an ordered 
investigation so as to achieve the desired knowledge. This requires the investigation of 
method, which leads to the institution of a philosophy that begins with an idea of the most 
perfect being, God. From this idea, and the impetus to seek the union of the finite mind 
22 G II.235.12-14/C I564-565 
23 I think we can also view the importance of pedagogy and the moral edification of children along these 
lines. In seeking virtue, we seek to share that virtue with those with whom we share a nature, i.e., other 
people. Also, the more we know, the more we desire to teach. 
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with this most perfect being (God, or Nature), comes the project of the Ethics and its 
detailed components: metaphysics, psychology, and ethics. The inquiry into human 
psychology manifests the need for a politics that leads to genuine ethics, i.e., blessedness, 
or active joy. Depending on one’s given political situation, this requires a sustained 
assessment and critique of the religious and political institutions that stifle the progress of 
ethical life.24 The ultimate book of the Ethics, which is on human liberation, is something, 
I think, that can only exist given a certain degree of political freedom, at least in its outward 
expression. This schematic account in Book V of the way to the perfection of the intellect 
shows what is achievable for the determined and capable human mind. Still, this is only 
achievable to the most fruitful degree in a philosophically and scientifically permissive 
political society. In that context, and that context alone, can logic, medicine, mechanics, 
and pedagogy thrive, not to mention the myriad of other scientific discourses that deepen 
knowledge of the unity of mind with nature. This, in rough outline, shows the Spinozistic 
program in proper order. 
The goal for the Spinozian disciple is always blessedness. In all sincerity, I take 
this essay, however modest, to be a genuine attempt to open up the trajectory of Spinoza’s 
thought with the goal of elucidating the intellectualized nature of blessedness for the sake 
of that blessedness. Understanding that the path to blessedness does not originate in a true 
definition of God,25 or culminate in the intellectualist ethics of Book V, is key to 
24 If this interpretation is correct, then in Spinoza we see the reversal of the Aristotelean philosophy, which 
proceeds from the ethical to the political. In Spinoza, the path to the ethical detours to the political when a 
naturalistic account of human psychology unveils the importance of other person’s goodness for individual 
development. 
25 In a way, this is the origin point since God is the origin of all true knowledge. However, in the development 
of Spinoza’s philosophy, the method that recognizes the idea of God as an origin point for scientific 
philosophical inquiry is prior to that origin point, much as Descartes’s cogito is methodologically prior to the 
deduction of the existence of God. 
349 
understanding the full becoming of the blessed. It is an arduous intellectual journey in 
which the becoming of blessedness parallels the intensification of knowledge, the act of 
learning. It begins with a sense of existential despair regarding the trappings of ordinary 
life and proceeds beyond the Ethics into an open horizon of scientific inquiry. 
Since knowing via scientia intuitiva (and ratio) is an activity of the mind, it may be 
misleading, but unavoidable, language to state that one “has” or “acquires” knowledge. 
“Having” knowledge is true insofar as the idea of which one has knowledge is contained 
in the more complex idea of the human mind. It is a part of the mind, in this sense, and 
therefore the mind has knowledge just as the body has a tongue or a finger. However, it 
should not be thought that ideas for Spinoza are inert pictures, lifeless mental 
representations: “For to have a true idea means nothing other than knowing a thing 
perfectly, or in the best way. And of course no one can doubt this unless he thinks that an 
idea is something mute, like a picture on a tablet, and not a mode of thinking, viz. the very 
[act of] understanding.”26 Ideas have a “life,” so to speak. When incorporated into the 
human mind, they have powers of their own, just as the finger and the tongue have specific 
powers when incorporated in the human body. This is all to say that the increase in the 
mind’s power of action does not occur through the acquisition of larger amounts of inert 
pieces of knowledge about states of affairs. To know better and to therefore become more 
blessed, is not to amass chaotically trivial knowledge of random fact (although even these 
ideas would not be totally lifeless). Blessedness is, rather, to be inhabited by powerful 
ideas, like the idea of God, or the connection of the mind with Nature. I think that the 
“goal” of blessedness, as the continuous increase in the mind’s power of acting, is rightly 
26 G II.124.8-12/C I.479 
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pursued through a continuous reappraisal of method and the proper direction of the mind. 
The lesson of the TIE in this regard, as well as the systematic progress through the Ethics, 
is that a specific direction in intellectual progress is the joyful increase in power through 
ideas. This is why emphasis on the learning of ideas, as opposed to the acquisition of those 
ideas, is a more precise conception of the way in which the mind is empowered by true 
knowledge. As far as I know, the dynamic activity of learning ideas, distinguished from 
the static activity of having ideas, has not been thematized in Spinoza. This is a space for 
further research, I think, in both Spinoza’s theory of ideas and “metaphysics of 
blessedness.” 
To learn about oneself, one’s God, and one’s world is an endless intellectual and 
practical act of endless joy, growth without end. There is no maximal virtue. Spinoza’s 
system is not the closed, static totality it appears to be throughout the Ethics, especially in 
its isolation from Spinoza’s early works and late political treatises. Instead, it is a tree 
whose roots reach down to hell, in the cry for liberation, and whose branches stretch 
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